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Abstract
There is growing scientific evidence showing that many important pollinator species are
in decline around the world. Bees are the most important pollinators in many parts of the world,
and the combination of population declines in wild bees and widespread health problems among
domesticated honey bees have potentially devastating impacts on both ecosystem health and
agricultural prospects. Some scientists, native bee advocates, and beekeepers argue that cities can
provide a refuge for bees from pesticide-laden rural landscapes, which has contributed to an
increase in urban, hobbyist beekeeping and pollinator gardening.
This dissertation employs a multi-sited ethnography based in two cities in Ontario,
London and Toronto, to explore how the knowledges and experiences of urban bee advocates –
who I call ‘pollinator people’ – shape the ways in which urban spaces are created, used, and
managed. My approach is informed by a range of literatures, most notably urban political
ecology and heterodox Marxism. A central argument of this dissertation is that urban, hobbyist
beekeeping and pollinator gardening allow people to engage in ‘playful work’, a form of
concrete, sensuous human activity that evokes feelings of curiosity and wonder. I also stress the
importance of considering interspecies relations, highlighting how many of these pollinator
people form strong emotional and embodied relationships with bees.
Some native bee advocates argue that urban honey bees may cause some harm to native,
wild bees through floral competition and pathogen transfer. This research suggests that beecentred beekeeping utilizing organic management practices may help to sustain healthier, more
resilient honey bees. Rather than banishing honey bees to rural landscapes of monocultures and
pesticides where they are numerous but sickly, an emphasis should be placed on the creation of
landscapes of abundance in which healthier honey bees can flourish together with native wild
bees. Urban farms and community gardens are some of the most potent sites for landscapes of
abundance in which people flourish alongside bees. Additionally, the experiences of beekeepers
who collectively keep honey bees in shared apiaries can provide valuable insight into how
humans can negotiate agency and autonomy with the animals whose lives they are managing to
some degree. These experiences and knowledges can help create multispecies urban commons in
which non-human animals, even insects, are integrated and considered within processes of
radical democracy.
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Summary for Lay Audience
Bees are the most important pollinators in many parts of the world, and the combination
of population declines in wild bees and widespread health problems among honey bees have
potentially devastating impacts on both ecosystem health and the agricultural industry. Some
scientists, native bee advocates, and beekeepers argue that cities can provide a refuge for bees
from pesticide-laden rural landscapes, which has contributed to an increase in urban, hobbyist
beekeeping and pollinator gardening.
For this research I conducted in-depth interviews with gardeners, urban beekeepers, and
bee experts in London, ON and Toronto. I also spent time with beekeepers, gardeners, and bees
in beeyards and gardens. I explored how the knowledges and experiences of urban bee advocates
– who I call ‘pollinator people’ – shape the ways in which people use spaces that are shared with
bees of all species within cities. A central argument of this dissertation is that urban, hobbyist
beekeeping and pollinator gardening allow people to engage in ‘playful work’, a form of creative
activity with non-human nature that engages with a wide range of senses, evoking feelings of
curiosity and wonder. I argue that through playful work pollinator people form transformative
relationships of care and consideration with bees, which may extend to other insects.
Some native bee advocates argue that urban honey bees may cause some harm to native,
wild bees through competition for pollen and nectar and transfer of harmful pathogens. This
research suggests that bee-centred beekeeping, in which beekeepers consider the needs of honey
bees and use organic, mindful practices, may help to sustain healthier honey bees. Rather than
banishing honey bees to rural, agricultural landscapes where they are numerous but sickly, an
emphasis should be placed on the creation of landscapes of abundance, full of a wide variety of
vegetation and habitat sources, in which healthier honey bees can thrive together with native
wild bees. Urban farms, community gardens, and collective beeyards are commonly-shared and
potentially democratic spaces in which people can co-create with bees and other insects.
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1. Introduction: Engaging bees
1.1. Becoming a bee advocate
On a busy Saturday morning in May 2016 we had an unexpected knock on our door. When
my partner answered it, he was greeted by two Ontario Bee Inspectors who informed us, with an
apparent sense of regret, that we were the subject of a complaint over the location of our backyard
beehives. The inspectors walked with us in the backyard and confirmed that we were indeed in
violation of the so-called setback rule in the Ontario Bees Act, a piece of legislation drafted and
enforced by the Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food, and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA). They then
informed us that we had two weeks to move our beehives to a new location. We were upset and
angry: not only did we love raising bees and put in a tremendous amount of effort caring for them,
but we saw backyard beekeeping as something that was important on multiple levels. However,
years of community activism did not incline me to leave it at that, and in the coming days I
contacted various news outlets and attempted to begin a public conversation about the legislation
and policies that guide the relationship between humans and bees in urban areas (CBC, 2016). This
encounter would also shape my PhD research trajectory, contributing to lines of research and
advocacy that have culminated in this dissertation.
I became a beekeeper in 2013 when I began to integrate honey bees into my permaculture
backyard design (Figure 1). Permaculture is, in essence, a form of ecological design that seeks to
create human spaces that mimic and help regenerate natural ecosystems (Holmgren, 2002;
Starhawk, 2004; Hemenway, 2009), and some (though not all) permaculturalists care for bees, and
all recognize the importance of fostering habitat for pollinators. After taking a one-day natural
beekeeping course that focused on the fascinating social structure of honey bees, my partner and I
became convinced of the importance of raising bees and decided to become backyard beekeepers,
though my interest in bees had begun long before that moment.
I grew up on a small family farm in Southwestern Ontario, and although I moved from the
farm to a city as a teenager and quickly became an enthusiastic city dweller, I retained a strong
interest in growing food and have been an active gardener since my early-20s. As a long-time
animal advocate and vegetarian, I always took a gentle approach to interspecies relations, and had
a curious attitude to the wild animals that visited the spaces in which I grew food, mostly
community garden plots and balconies. This included an interest in the insects, especially bees and
butterflies, that danced among the flowering plants and helped to pollinate my modest crops.
1

Figure 1.1.
My backyard in 2019.

Note: Three bee hives can be seen on the far right. Photo by author.

Reflecting back, I can date the start of my bee advocacy further back to 2007, many years
before that fateful encounter with the Ontario Bee Inspectors. I had a community garden plot in a
central neighbourhood in London, Ontario, which I cultivated while attending to my two young
children (who eventually provided a little help in the garden). One day, another gardener with a
neighbouring plot – who was also the mom of young children – informed me that she had noticed
ground nesting native bees in the garden but that I needn’t worry about my children stepping on
the nest as her husband had sprayed and killed them. Rather than being reassured, I remember
feeling both shocked and horrified. I was shocked that someone engaged in community gardening
in a public park would spray an insecticide in this space, as community gardening tends to attract
urban dwellers who want to connect in meaningful ways not only with their food but with nonhuman nature. At a deeper level, I was horrified that instead of using ground-nesting bees as an
opportunity to educate her children about nature, biodiversity, and how to live with wild animals,
she decided to have them killed ‘for the sake of the children’. To her, spraying poisonous chemicals
in a shared public space seemed safer and more reasonable than simply teaching her children not
to step on the nest and to be attentive to bees while in the garden. This incident sparked me to think
more deeply about the cognitive dissonance that pervades the interspecies relationship between
humans and bees. Humans benefit deeply from the pollination bees do, something that should be
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obvious to any vegetable gardener, but some still fear and harm bees and other insects. While some
people work to create spaces in which native bees can flourish, other people don’t allow them to
exercise agency about where and how they nest. It is fair to suggest that the large majority of
people think of bees more in terms of how to protect-from instead of how to live-with. These
relations are not only characterized by cognitive dissonance; ignorance is also an important factor.
Other than honey bees and bumble bees, many people – and even many experienced gardeners–
have very little knowledge about the hundreds of other bee species that have important roles in
rural and urban ecosystems, or might be seen to co-create with us in our outdoor spaces. In short,
there is a widespread obliviousness to the beings that live among us and whose work enables us to
eat.
Yet while there remain large degrees of cognitive dissonance and ignorance surrounding
bees, it is nevertheless possible to sense that the zeitgeist has changed considerably since that
insecticide incident in 2007 to an extent that one could expect there to be a significant outcry if
something like that happened in a community garden in London today. Awareness about bees and
about the broader decline of pollinator species has undoubtedly increased, though still with
significant blinders: as yet, it doesn’t seem to have moved too far beyond honey bees and Monarch
butterflies. Honey bees in particular have received a lot of positive coverage in media and popular
culture from 2006 onwards, peaking sometime around 2011 in North America, due in large
measure to concerns about Colony Collapse Disorder (CCD) in the United States that drew a lot
of media attention. CCD describes the sudden disappearance (death) of a colony with no evident
cause. The cause of CCD remains shrouded in mystery, although most scientists believe it is caused
by multiple factors (vanEngelsdrop et al., 2009), and while the phenomenon has declined
considerably there remains an unsustainably high loss of honey bee colonies (OBA, 2018a; Pernal,
2008), most commonly measured by rates of overwinter mortality. In short, although public
discourse about bees has shifted away from CCD, the loss of honey bees due to CCD did cause
many people to think more critically about the important role of bees in human agriculture. Some
beekeepers and scientists argued that neonicotinoids were part of the reason why honey bees were
so vulnerable to CCD, and scientific research began to demonstrate in the mid-2000s that
neonicotinoid and other systemic pesticides cause multiple harms to honey bees and other species
of bees, beyond concerns about CCD. This concern led to the emergence of anti-neonicotinoid
pesticides campaigns in a number of places, which contributed to a partial ban implemented in
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Ontario (Ellis, 2019) and a more substantive ban in the European Union (European Food Safety
Authority, 2016).

1.2. Bees in urban North America
Although urbanization has contributed to the reduction of natural habitats of wild native
bees in a general sense, they have nevertheless always lived in North American cities to varying
extents, with some native bee species succeeding in urban niches much more than others. Honey
bees have also had a long-running presence in North American cities, starting with some of the
earliest settler-colonial cities in eastern United States and Southern Ontario (Crane, 1999). In spite
of this long history, the presence and health of both honey bees and wild native bees in North
American cities has long received very little attention, and it is only recently that it has been given
increasing attention by scholars, activists, and policy-makers, including rising concern with how
their flourishing in urban spaces can be encouraged. However, this attention and concern is not
straightforward, as honey bees and wild native bees have very different needs and involve different
interspecies relations. The vast majority of honey bees in North America (and all in Canada and
the US) are members of a single species, Apis mellifera, which live in large eusocial1 colonies in
the thousands and produce honey as their food source. Apis mellifera have a long and entangled
history with humans, having been semi-domesticated for about 8000 years (Crane, 1999), and they
were a relatively benign part of the Colombian Exchange wrought by European settler-colonialism
(Crosby, 2004). In contrast, there are almost 400 species of native bees living in Ontario (Ontario
Parks Blog, 2020), most of which are solitary, with the notable exception of bumble bees who live
in colonies of hundreds of bees and live in the ground or cavities.
The differences between honey bees and wild native bees necessitates different strategies
to support their flourishing, as I will elaborate in chapters 4, 5, and 6. Concern about declining
health and populations of all species of bees has led to a variety of responses from varying levels
of governments and, perhaps even more significantly, everyday people, as they are increasingly
confronted with what it means to live among and with stinging insects. The tensions and
negotiations that arise from the practices and behaviours of what I call ‘pollinator people’ –
individuals (who are often active in associations) who intentionally co-create spaces in which bees

Eusocial bees live in large colonies, with distinct roles between a reproductive female (the ‘queen’), sterile females
(‘workers’), and males (‘drones).
1

4

flourish – can provide insight into the complications as well as the possibilities of multispecies
cities. As Kosek (2010, 653) argues, “If animals are human Others, insects are the Others of
animals, intimately involved in our lives but much maligned.”
As indicated earlier, there were a number of factors that led the rallying cry of ‘save the
bees’ to become common, and the rise of hobbyist beekeeping was one significant response among
particularly adventurous people who had a willingness to learn and sufficient land (or willingness
to pursue access). Although there is a lot of complexity behind the ‘save the bees!’ slogan, Moore
and Kosut (2013) suggest that many of people who took up hobbyist, urban beekeeping in North
American cities in the 2000s were motivated by a desire to help struggling populations of honey
bees, coupled with broader environmental concerns and interests in urban, organic agriculture. My
ethnographic research affirmed that the core motives of backyard or small-scale beekeepers tend
to reflect both environmental concerns in a general sense and long-standing interests in urban
agriculture or permaculture. Like Moore and Kosut (2013), whose research was based in New
York City, I found that most people who become beekeepers were already practicing some form
of urban agriculture, and that they see their additional pursuit of urban, hobbyist beekeeping as
part of an implicit critique, an overt attempt to subvert, or an attempt to in some way avoid the
capitalist-industrial agriculture system. As I detail in chapter four, many of the urban beekeepers
I interviewed had strong critiques of industrial monocultures and the pervasive use of pesticides
in the dominant model of agriculture, and this guided their interest in urban beekeeping. Some also
had critiques of the large-scale commercial beekeeping industry which, as I argue in chapter 6, is
heavily embedded within capitalist-industrial agriculture – so much so that it has been categorized
as the “apis-industrial complex” (Nimmo, 2015). In some ways, urban agriculture and hobbyist
beekeeping constitute a collective scream of ‘no’, following Holloway (2007), in the sense of a
refusal to fully participate in industrial agriculture and a desire to create something different.
While honey bees are vulnerable to various aspects of environmental degradation, their
populations are managed by beekeepers and they tend not to have long-lasting population declines,
even if there are serious short-term fluctuations. In short, beekeepers have consistently managed
to replenish the populations of honey bees, even in contexts where they have poor overall health
and are heavily reliant on artificial feed or antibiotics or both. The scientific research and
environmental advocacy associated with bee conservation has increasingly focused on native bees
that are unmanaged by beekeepers and face more serious population declines (Colla & MacIvor,
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2016). The growing attention to the threats facing native bee species has led to increasing interest
in pollinator-friendly and native plant gardening and its promotion by some environmental
advocacy organizations (David Suzuki Foundation, 2020), which also aligns with anti-pesticide
campaigns.
Cities have become particularly important sites for bee advocacy in recent years. This is
partly due to research that indicates that a large and diverse assemblage of wild, native bees live
in cities. For example, scientists have identified that 350 native bee species live in the city of
Toronto (City of Toronto, 2011). While rural landscapes in Ontario continue to be standardized
and biologically simplified, cities are increasingly recognized to contain pockets of diverse forage
and nesting sites that allow many bee species to flourish. The focus on individual gardening
practices should be tempered with the caveat that declining health and populations that threaten
some wild native bee species are caused by larger socioeconomic factors. As Nimmo (2015, 1856) argues, the problems of pollinator loss ultimately lies with the “industrial-capitalist political
economic structure of the system.”
As I indicated at the outset, one of my initial motivations for this research project was my
personal experience with beekeeping and the policy context it is embedded in. Because of this, I
knew that OMAFRA was considering a change to the Bees Act due to increasing pressure from
urban beekeepers to change the setback rule, stemming from a process of consultation with
beekeepers through the Ontario Beekeepers Association (OBA) in 2016. As of November 2020,
the process of modifying the Bees Act was still ongoing, and the prospect of changing the setback
rule opens up potentially complicated issues for beekeepers in cities, and there are indications that
changes could involve allowing municipalities to set their own rules. Along with my concern for
the policies directly associated with beekeeping, I was also motivated by the policy (and cultural)
context in which some gardeners who attempt to create native, pollinator gardens continue to face
harassment from neighbours and municipal bylaw officers over their gardening practices (e.g.
Johnson, 2020; Mills, 2020; Carter, 2018). In addition to these direct catalysts for my research, I
have also found throughout this project that, as Andrews (2019) argues, bees are good to “think
with”. My research with urban bees and the pollinator people who love and attend to them has led
me to engage with broader ideas about the role of ‘playful work’ in transforming human/insect
relationships, who and what belongs in cities, and possibilities for urban commoning that can allow
for multispecies flourishing.
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1.3. Research approach, questions, and objectives
My interest in bees as a scholar, activist, and dedicated urban gardener is essentially
twofold. On one side, I am enchanted and fascinated by bees, and devoted to support their
flourishing. On the other side, I feel a deep sense of grief and anger about what capitalism – as a
way of organizing nature (Moore, 2016) – is doing to them, and to human societies, present and
future. I do not adhere to the idea that academics should sit in objective indifference to their
research subjects; I see humans as deeply complicated, social, and emotional beings, and feel that
this cannot be detached from our work as researchers. Further, the world is full of uncertainty,
injustice, and exploitation. I believe that appeals to objectivity and indifference can form
conceptual walls that can obscure one’s true vantage, and emotions like confusion, angst, guilt,
grief, anger, and sadness, as well as our joy, enthusiasm, delight, and love.
My academic approach is relational, and therefore inherently sensuous and emotional,
taking inspiration from what botanist Robin Wall Kimmerer (2013, 42) calls “heart-driven
science,” which I believe has resonance for the social sciences as well. In describing the concept
of Indigenous ways of knowing as conveyed by writer Greg Cajote, Kimmerer (2013, 42) argues
that “we understand a thing only when we understand it with all four aspects of our being: mind,
body, emotion, and spirit.”
My dissertation aims to answer the following three research questions:
1. What obstacles and opportunities are encountered by urban bee advocates and how can
their experiences and knowledges shape the ways in which urban spaces are created, used,
and managed?
2. What can the knowledges and experiences of pollinator gardeners and urban beekeepers
tell us about the larger tensions and potential alliances between urban agriculture
practitioners and protectors of the urban wild?
3. What are the key conditions for creating a multi-species urban commons where people,
bees, and bee-friendly weeds can mutually flourish?
These research questions are partly motivated by a critical perspective of capitalism as it
bears on interspecies relations. While capitalism is widely recognized to be premised upon the
exploitation of labour and the environment, it is also important to understand how it fosters deep
alienation towards non-human animals, whose lives and bodies are instrumentalized,
commoditized, and, if not deemed useful to capital, disposed of. Animal geography is a growing
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subfield that is drawing attention to this alienation, and the need to be attentive to how the lives
of other animals are organized (including how this can be attentive to animals’ interests), and I
hope this research adds to this growing literature. The main objective of this research is to
address the urgent need to imagine and create post-capitalism possibilities that are geared
towards the flourishing of people together with multiple species of plants and animals, with a
focus on insects. Federici (2019) argues that humans need to become re-enchanted with the
world, a process that involves forming emotional sensuous and entangled relationships with nonhuman nature. Building on this argument, I aim to explore the ways in which some people are
forming these types of transformative relationships with bees through the playful work of
hobbyist beekeeping and pollinator gardening and how these practices can lead to the creation of
multispecies urban commoning.
This dissertation is a multi-sited ethnography that focuses on the relationship between people
and bees in two case study sites in Ontario, Toronto and London. I chose these two cities for a
variety of reasons. Both cities have active urban agriculture movements and communities of people
who engage in urban beekeeping and pollinator gardening, albeit on very different scales. As I
explain in chapter 3, the differences between these cities provides important opportunities for
comparison, especially about the relationship that the residents have to surrounding agricultural
areas. I also chose these cities for personal and political reasons. At a personal level, as a parent
my research sites had to be close to home, and part of my feminist practice is to be open and frank
about the realities of being a student mom2. This constraint on my mobility has required me to do
fieldwork as an insider, which has benefits that I outline in chapter 3, as well as intersecting with
long-standing political commitments. London was chosen as one of my research sites because it is
where I live, the other city needed to be different enough to provide an illuminating point of
comparison. I was aware through my beekeeping pursuits that Toronto has a thriving beekeeping
community including a well-established beekeeping collective. I had previously conducted my
M.A. fieldwork in Toronto at a community garden in Parkdale that is run by Greenest City, one of
the organizations with whom I conducted research for my PhD. Returning to Toronto to conduct

There is a considerable evidence that demonstrates that motherhood is detrimental to women’s careers in academia
(Castaneda & Isgro, 2013). As a feminist I have a responsibility to younger women to normalize the reality of
student motherhood. However, this is not meant to diminish the sexism women face when they choose not to be
mothers. Sexism affects professional activities and career trajectories of women in a range of ways.
2
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research allowed me to build on some of the relationships I had established during my M.A.
research.

1.4. Dissertation Outline
Chapter two develops the conceptual foundation of my research which is primarily rooted
in four fields: urban political ecology; heterodox Marxist theory; critical animal studies, and anticapitalist approaches to ecological crisis. In the first section of chapter two on the political ecology
of multispecies cities, I develop a critique of lawns and begin to explore why the presence of urban
livestock is a highly contentious issue in some North American cities. Section two focuses on the
role of heterodox Marxist theory in the development of ecologies of everyday life. Social
reproduction theorists have built on Marxist theory to explore ways in which people can live with
other-than-humans through sensuous, concrete and joyful engagement with the world.
In section three I argue that animal liberation theorists often overlook insects in their ethical
framework. I make the case that honey bees, in particular, provide a compelling argument for how
humans might share lives and spaces with domesticated non-human animals. In section 4, I critique
different ecological theoretical responses to a crisis in biodiversity. I argue that what is needed is
an anti-capitalist approach to the biodiversity crisis and a commitment to the re-enchantment of
the world through joyful and collective struggle.
Chapter 3 develops the methodological framework for my research. In this chapter I
describe the main approaches I used in my field work: participant observation and semi-structured
interviews. I give details about the organizations and sites with whom I conducted participant
observation and describe the types of interviews and with whom they were conducted. I also seek
to explain my how I conducted an ethnography that involved sensuous engagement with nonhuman natures, and conclude with a discussion about how I sought to incorporate bees as
participants in my research.
Chapter 4 is the first empirical chapter that examines hobbyist beekeeping in urban
environments. I begin by explaining important aspects of urban beekeeping practices, especially
in relation to pests and pathogens. A central part of this chapter is an examination of the ways in
which beekeeping allows people in engage in sensuous human activity in the form of playful work.
Through playful work, urban hobbyists beekeepers are able to form relationships to and perhaps
even with honey bees. I argue that this relationship is transformative for the beekeepers, allowing
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for an enchantment with the bees that can percolate into other aspects of their lives and through
their stewardship, to other people and spaces.
Chapter 5 is the second empirical chapter that focuses on the practices of pollinator
gardening and the entangled relationship people have with wild, native bees. This chapter begins
with an exploration of how playful work emerges in the relationship between gardeners, plants,
and bees. From this, I explore differing and at times contested ideas about plant nativeness and
invasiveness. I then examine the tensions and conflicts gardeners have had with their neighbours
about the presence of plants deemed to be weeds and the ‘perceived’ messiness of some pollinator
and native plant gardens.
Chapter 6 focuses on what became the most contentious issue in my fieldwork: opposition
to urban honey bees based on worries that they harm wild native bees. In the city of Toronto this
was the main source of conflict I encountered about urban honey bees. Drawing from the scientific
literature as well as my interviews, I argue that capitalist-industrial agriculture, in which honey
bees are deeply embedded (as their intensive management is needed to override the problems of
pollination), threatens the health of both honey bees and wild native bees. I push against the idea
that honey bees belong only in agricultural sacrifice zones and instead explore the potential for
urban hobbyist beekeepers to help raise healthier honey bees because of their ability engage in
more mindful and bee-centred practices. I then argue that honey beekeepers can be important
stewards of wild, native bees and can play a role in a larger interspecies alliance against capitalistindustrial agriculture.
Chapter 7 examines the potential for multispecies urban commoning in which bees and
humans can flourish alongside other non-human animals and plants. The foundation for this
chapter are three case studies from my research: Black Creek Community Farm, Milky Way
Garden, and the apiaries managed by the beekeeping collectives. I argue that the behaviours – and
what we should understand as preferences – of non-human animals should be considered when
creating and governing multispecies urban commons and that doing so can be a potent form of
anti-capitalist animal advocacy.
In my conclusion, chapter 8, I begin by summarizing my central theoretical and political
contributions, followed by key policy suggestions for how to better govern urban beekeeping and
pollinator gardening in Ontario cities. A central part of this is an argument that municipal
governments should be supportive without interfering with the autonomy of urban commoning,

10

which flows into a discussion about the importance and potential of ‘unsettling’ the urban
commons and creating spaces that can challenge colonial property regimes. The conclusion ends
with a call to action to create interspecies alliances that cut across the urban/rural divide in order
to challenge capitalist-industrial agriculture.

1.5. Bees as political agents
Bees are seen by many as being politically neutral, such that ‘saving’ bees is viewed as
something that people with very different political and philosophical orientations can support. As
a result, the focus of bee-related research and policy has often been on simple solutions that even
agrochemical corporations can advocate for, such as planting more flowers or favouring one class
of pesticides over another. One of my central aims in this dissertation is to disrupt the idea that
bees are politically benign. To truly ‘save the bees’ will require a complete disruption of the
capitalist-industrial agricultural system by movements built through alliances that cross the
urban/rural divide. It also requires that people become re-enchanted with bees and other insects.
My research is not neutral. I hope that my research serves the interests of hobbyist
beekeepers, small-scale organic farmers, and urban gardeners, especially those who are searching
for new, and better ways to live with bees specifically, and the other-than-human world more
generally. I hope to strengthen alliances between practitioners of small-scale beekeeping, smallscale, organic farmers, advocates of pollinator and native plant gardening, and environmentalists.
Perhaps, more importantly I hope my research serves the interest of all species of bees, other
insects that aren’t so beloved of humans (wasps, especially), and the weedy plants that persist even
when they are burnt, doused in chemicals, and covered in concrete. I hope that the people who
read my dissertation and the work that follows from it will be reminded that the Earth is a sensuous,
lively place filled with everyday magic and delight. My research is for those who can imagine
other possibilities and want to dream them into existence through their ‘useful doing’ and ‘playful
work’. It is a celebration of the dandelion that breaks through the crack in the concrete, the bees
that collect pollen from it, and the people who smile when they pass by.
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2. Urban bees and the ecologies of everyday urban life: a literature
review
2.1. Introduction
This chapter sets out the theoretical foundations of my dissertation, discussing key ideas
from a range of fields and integrating them in a way that ultimately seeks to create a starting point
for the development a political ecology of urban bees in North America. I begin examining the
multispecies character of cities with a focus on the lawn as one of the dominant landscapes. I then
explore the rise of urban agriculture, with a focus on how small livestock, including honey bees,
are returning to some cities in North America. Next, I consider heterodox Marxist theories that
examine sensuous, concrete human activity in, against and beyond capitalism. This includes a
focus on social reproduction theory as it relates to hobbyist beekeeping and pollinator gardening,
and an exploration of human conviviality and urban commoning. Attention then turns to the
exclusion of insects within most conceptions of animal liberation, making the case that honey bees
are especially useful to animal advocates to “think with” due to their agency and autonomy from
humans, even as humans have significantly shaped their conditions of life for many millennia. I
conclude by addressing philosophical debates within restoration ecology and environmentalism
that have relevance for conflicts about the flourishing of both wild native bees and honey bees in
cities.

2.2 More-than-human cities
The idea that cities are ‘concrete jungles’ or thoroughly human-dominated spaces devoid
of biodiversity is being eroded by a growing recognition that some animal species manage to
flourish in cities. For the past two decades, there has been increasing attention to studying the
complexity of multispecies cities from a range of disciplinary perspectives. Within human
geography there has been increasing scholarship on wildlife, animal companions and other nonhuman natures in cities (Wolch, 1995; Philo & Wilbert, 2000; Buller, 2014; Jerolmack, 2008;
Moore & Kosut, 2013), which has helped contribute to the development of the new sub-discipline
of animal geographies as well as the development of the multidisciplinary field of critical animal
studies (in which animal geographers have a prominent place). A small number of social scientists
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have begun to turn their attention to urban bees (Kosek, 2010; Lorenz & Stark, 2015; Andrews,
2018; Durant, 2019), perhaps most notably Moore and Kosut (2013; 2014), who conducted a
pioneering ethnography of urban beekeeping in New York City that has given many insights and
much inspiration for my research. As they stress, and my dissertation will further develop, the
human relationship with urban bees is complicated, embodied, sensuous, transformative, and in
some cases, controversial.
Rural landscapes across North America, and many parts of the world, have become
increasingly hostile to both honey and wild bees with the loss of forage (Durant, 2019; Roger et
al., 2017), reduced habitat (Kim & Kremen, 2006), standardized and biologically simplified
industrial monocultures (Tsvetkov et al., 2017; Ellis et al., 2020), and the high use of pesticides
(Brandt et al., 2016; Dance et al., David et al., 2016; Goulson et al., 2015; Gill & Raine, 2014).
An increasing body of scientific evidence indicates that cities are partial refuges for honey bees
and many species of native wild bees (Hall et al., 2017; Frankie et al., 2009), which has contributed
to increasing advocacy and awareness about urban bees. Studies have indicated that urban bees of
all species flourish in urban spaces that have a diversity of forage and habitat materials including
home gardens, community gardens, and vacant lots3 (Frankie et al., 2009; Garbuzov et al., 2015;
Sivakoff et al., 2018; Matteson et al., 2008).
While bee species flourish in a wide variety of green spaces, few thrive in lawns, one of
the most common urban and suburban landscapes in North America. Thus, in order to understand
the possibilities for bee flourishing in cities it is necessary to interrogate the North American lawn.
Most North American lawns are made up of non-native grasses kept in a state of immaturity, and
constantly tended by humans so they do not bloom, go to seed, and die back (Robbins, 2007). The
most common grass in North American lawns is Kentucky Bluegrass (Poa pratensis), which is not
actually native to the U.S. state of Kentucky, but rather is an herbaceous perennial species of grass
native to Europe and North Asia. Unlike native grasses, especially those allowed to go to seed and
form deep roots, Kentucky Bluegrass has little value for biodiversity in North America. Robbins
(2007) argues that lawncare practices aimed at keeping grasses lush, green, and short have huge
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It is important to note that while many species of wild bees flourish in cities, some do not. In Ontario, some species
of bees fail to flourish in both agricultural landscapes and urban or suburban landscapes, the most notable being the
Rusty-patched bumble bee. The Rusty-patched bumble bee was estimated to be the most common species of bumble
bee in Ontario in the mid-1900s, but is now likely extirpated in the province as it has not been seen since 2009 at
Pinery Provincial Park (Government of Ontario, 2019).
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benefits for Poa pratensis, as humans propagate it and allow it to colonialize urban and suburban
landscapes while expending little energy. Keeping it in a state of immaturity requires a vastly
higher level of inputs than if it was allowed to express its seasonal lifecycle as a perennial grass.
Robbins (2007, 38-39) argues that the idealized aesthetic of the lush, green, weed-free lawn is
incredibly hard to maintain for five basic reasons: polyculture is inevitable; grasses neutrally go
dull or brown; insects are the most abundant creatures on earth; lawn grasses inevitably go to seed;
and organic materials decay.
In general, for lawns to have the lushness and uniformity that many homeowners and
landscapers strive for, they need some level of external fertilization, watering, and herbicides4.
Robbins (2007, 42) argues that the grasses in the typical North American lawns have agency that
shapes the way in which people interact with them, requiring huge amounts of the time, energy,
and money to maintain, to an extent that “lawn people have remarkably little ‘choice’ in the matter
of labor and inputs, except insofar as they might choose not have a lawn.” He further suggests that
“if we consider these actions are repeated from household to household, block to block, across the
densely yarded regions of suburban areas, we can begin to imagine the rhythm of whole
neighbourhoods, indeed whole cities, synchronized with the habits of grass” (Robbins 2007, 43).
Some of the practices required to maintain the widely idealized lawn are harmful to both
humans and other-than-humans, something which many people who engage in these lawncare
practices are aware. Robbins (2007) argues that the maintenance of ‘attractive’ lawns is deeply
connected to conceptions of what it means to be not only a good neighbour but also a good citizen,
especially the front lawn – which can be seen as pseudo-public space despite technically being a
mostly private space. Researchers have found that people have very strong and sometimes
contradictory feelings about their yards and lawns (Harris et al., 2012), and it is important to briefly
consider how lawns became so ubiquitous in urban and suburban North American landscapes and
how a particular conception of a nice lawn came to be seen as something that is, for many people,
an important part of being a good neighbour.
Few people think seriously about the aesthetics of the North American lawn, and how it
came to be, but in fact it cannot be understood outside of the violent history of settler-colonialism,
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Insecticide use on lawns is not as common as there are few adult insects that eat the grass. However, there are
larvae of insects, grubs, who live in the soil and these are killed in various ways the main reason being to prevent
urban wild animals such as skunks from digging them up, thereby messing up the uniformity of the lawn.
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class politics, the military industrial complex, and capitalist industrial agriculture. I see the
expansion of lawns as an integral part of the enclosure of the commons, which is not simply an
historical event but an ongoing process (Federici, 2004). Lawns became popular in 18th century
Europe when the homes of the wealthy were largely surrounded by pastoral landscapes (Harris et
al., 2012), which had been created through the clearance of forests and the eradication of most
other-than-humans and humans. Lawns, ornamental gardens and private hunting reserves – largely
unproductive landscapes in terms of food and other materials needed for human survival – became
important signifiers of extreme wealth (Jenkins, 1994; Bormann et al., 2001). The aesthetics and
practices of wealthy Europeans were transported to North America with European settlercolonialism (Jenkins, 1994; Bormann et al., 2001). The processes of enclosure and ‘clearing’ of
the North American landscape took different forms, but two common features were that
Indigenous people were forced off of most of the land and other-than-human nature was extirpated
to smaller spaces and thoroughly controlled. As historian John Douglas-Belshaw argues, control
is a central component of settler colonialism in Canada:
You see that river there? We can dam that. We can organize that water, we can
make that water work for us. It’s essentially the same mindset. I can reorganize this
landscape, flatten it, plant lawn, find a non-indigenous species of plant, of grass,
and completely extract anything that’s not homogenous, that doesn’t fit with this
green pattern and control it ... A backyard with a big lawn is like a classroom for
colonialism and environmental hostility (quoted in Bein, 2020).
It is important to note that precolonial ecological lifeworlds were neither static nor
‘pristine’ in the sense of being absent of human intervention. Indigenous societies lived, foraged,
cultivated crops, and hunted in North American landscapes for thousands years before the arrival
of Europeans, and consciously altered the landscapes, including nurturing certain plants (such as
fruit and nut trees in forested areas) and managing grasslands, meadows, and forest succession
through fire (Wall Kimmerer, 2013). In the landscapes of eastern North America, for instance,
there were relatively permanent human settlements including regenerative agricultural landscapes.
The romantic ideal of a pristine, untouched wilderness was (and is) a colonialist fantasy intended
to hide the nightmare of attempted genocide of Indigenous people and capitalist destruction of
abundant ecological lifeworlds (Youdelis et al., 2020; Cronon, 1995).
The clearing of complex ecological lifeworlds in order to create simplified and
standardized landscapes is a key aspect of colonialism, and this was mostly associated with the
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expansion of agriculture and resource extraction until the 20th century. Prior to the mid-20th
century, the expansion of lawns was largely dominated by the wealthy, though some lawns had
been established in public parks, the policing of which helped to enforce bourgeois sensibilities
(Bruck, 2013). It is safe to assume that the modern lawn was not something that most North
Americans before mid-20th century would either have aspired or had the means to establish. For
rural inhabitants, land was primarily thought of in productive terms, such as for cultivation,
pasture, orchard, or woodlot. For most working people in North American cities prior to World
War II, housing was dense and property was limited. Thus, the ability to have a lawn was
overwhelmingly associated with large concentrations of wealth, and this did not begin to change
until cities began to spread out dramatically following the rise of the automobile and suburban
property became more broadly distributed. But it was not only the expansion of property among
middle- and working-class households that began to make lawns both desirable and viable – it was
also due to the rise of mass-produced pesticides and fertilizers the lush and gas-powered machinery
- which is where the lawn became intertwined with both the military industrial complex and
industrial capitalist agriculture (Robbins, 2007).
During and between World War I and II, the technological development and manufacturing
capacity for biological and chemical warfare dramatically accelerated (Robbins, 2007), and
biochemical weapons were extensively utilized in the course of both wars as well as in some that
followed, most notably the Vietnam War. While the US has been more or less continually at war
at some level since the end of the Second World War, the massive buildup during that time
nevertheless left surplus capacity and some of the leading chemical weapons manufacturers
increasingly turned this technology towards agriculture and, to a smaller extent, lawns. In the
1950s and 1960s, chemical manufacturers began to aggressively research, develop, and market
new insecticides and herbicides on a growing scale (Robbins, 2007). There are multiple reasons
why Rachel Carson famously described industrial agriculture as being in a war with insects and
undesired plants regarded as ‘weeds’, including the fact that the main tool that emerged to fight
these ‘pests’ literally emerged out of weapons manufacturing. As Wadiwel (2015) argues,
capitalism is literally at war with non-human animals, and chronic applications and
bioaccumulation of chemical pesticides are how this war manifests for insects and other
invertebrates.

16

The post-WW II housing boom found some working people able to purchase modest homes
in newly developing suburbia5, accessed through expanding public transportation and networks of
highways (Jackson, 1985). In order to draw young families to these suburban developments, they
were marked as places to escape the dirtiness, pollution, and intensity of large city cores (Harris et
al., 2011). One of the main draws was that people would have a little bit of land, along with their
single-family home, a space to grow a garden or, more commonly, have a lawn. The lawn, in a
sense, became democratized, but only for home-owners (Robbins, 2007). Lawns, cars, and the
nuclear family became some of the most essential, defining elements of the ideal suburban life,
continuing to dominate the way in which cities are currently planned (Alexander & Gleeson, 2019;
Hurley, 2019).
The pesticides and artificial fertilizers first created for the military industrial complex made
it possible for lawns to become the dominant landscape in suburban neighbourhoods across North
America. The widespread application of pesticides and artificial fertilizers enabled a sharp increase
in yield of crops (Robbins, 2007). This allowed for an abundance of cheap food to flood the North
American market. In the 1950s and 60s it wasn’t as necessary for working people to cultivate a
vegetable garden or keep chickens, a common practice to supplement diets especially during
wartimes and recessions when fruits and vegetables were rationed or otherwise scarce (Lawson,
2005). Secondly, lawns would not have been accessible for working people owning modest
suburban homes if they were not able to maintain them using cheap inputs in the form of massproduced pesticides and artificial fertilizers (Robbins, 2007)
Currently lawns are ubiquitous especially in suburban areas of large cities and ‘green’ areas
of moderate to small cities and towns. It is, therefore, not hyperbole to assert that lawns are the
industrial monocultures of cities. Both industrial agricultural landscapes and lawns allow for the
standardization and simplification of landscapes to an extreme degree. Both industrial agriculture
and lawns put people in a war-like antagonistic relationships with other-than-humans, deploying
similar weapons of pesticides, artificial fertilizers, and mechanization, owned and marketed by the
same agro-chemical corporations but on different scales. Both industrial agriculture and lawns
deploy these weapons to protect a small number of desired plants, most notably in southern Ontario

5

It is important to note here how white supremacy in Canada and the United States restricted home ownership for
many BIPOC to certain neighbourhoods and, in many cases, restricted it altogether. For example, see Woods (2012)
and Harris and Forrester (2003).
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corn and soy in rural areas and a mix of non-native grasses in urban/suburban areas. Both these
landscapes are harmful to wild native bees.
Lawns are harmful to wild native bees partly because of their ubiquity. In the United States,
50% of urban and suburban areas are lawns, constituting the dominant form of land cover in urban
areas (Lerman & Milam, 2016). Although there may be differences in Canada as compared to the
United States, it is safe to assume lawn landscapes also dominate in Canadian cities. Figure 1
shows the percentage of Canadian households with a lawn or area with grass, and shows the
important correlation to income, with wealthier households not surprisingly more likely to have
lawns or areas with grass.
Figure 2.1.
Households with lawns or areas with grass in Canada, 2017

Source: Statistics Canada, Households and the Environment Survey, 2017

A lush, green, and weed-free lawn is the opposite of what most species of bees need to
thrive. Bees of all species need a diversity of flowers, with specialist bees needing the presence of
certain types of native flowers, and wild native bees needing suitable materials and places to nest,
which can include bare ground, pithy stems, or rotting wood depending on the species. Unlike
honey bees, wild native bees do not fly far from their nest in order to find sources of nectar and
pollen, so nesting sites need to be close to patches of good forage (Packer et al., 2007).
The pesticides many people use to maintain lawns directly harm wild native bees, most of
all insecticides, which harm all or most insects that come into contact with them (Woodcock et al.
2017). Weeds that bloom in spite of herbicide use can contain traces of herbicides and insecticides,
as many of these toxins persist in soil and water (David et al., 2016). Although lawn care
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companies, municipalities, and schools in Ontario cities are restricted in their use of pesticides,
people can still buy pesticides at hardware and garden stores, while municipalities, businesses, and
ecological restoration projects can get exemptions to use pesticides on invasive plants and insects.
Evidence is accruing to demonstrate that the world’s most widely-used broad-spectrum herbicide,
glyphosate (best known under the Monsanto-brand ‘Round-up’), harms bees and other non-human
animals (Gill et al., 2017). Mechanization and fertilizers also negatively affect wild native bees,
particularly ground nesters, as these processes can destroy their nests or make the soil
uninhabitable (Packer, 2011). Even the seemingly benign act of raking up autumn leaves can harm
pollinators, especially overwintering butterflies and moths, but also bumble bee queens who
hibernate in leaf litter or just below ground that contains some leaf litter as it provides added
protection form the elements (ibid). An important aspect of chapter 5 returns to the subject of
pervasive Canadian lawncare practices and associated cultural attitudes, where I argue that the
spread of pollinator gardening can have an important role destabilizing the central place of lawns
in cities.

2.3. Cities as food producing spaces
Although city residents often have strong feelings that agriculture does not belong in cities
(Lupton, 2019), agriculture has in fact had a consistent and important presence in cities since
people first began living in them, including the common presence of livestock animals in the
earliest cities (Grace et al., 2015). Further, it is important to note that some of the earliest evidence
of beekeeping has been found in the first cities of the Fertile Crescent (Crane, 2009). While the
presence of agriculture in cities has fluctuated and changed over time, and varied on a global scale,
over long periods of time vegetable gardens can be seen to have had essential roles providing urban
people with nutritional subsistence, in some cases providing buffers that help them survive wars,
famines, and other food uncertainties (Lawson, 2005). From this long view, the growing rejection
of urban agriculture – from aesthetic conceptions to land-use zoning – that has occurred in many
cities (especially in Canada and the US) since the early the 20th century should be viewed as an
anomaly (Lawson, 2005).
While suburbs are dissimilar to city centres in many respects, they were also meant to be
places distinct from rural, agricultural landscapes. However, some agricultural practices have
persisted in both central and suburban areas of cities, persistence that was strongly associated with
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class (for instance, poorer people who need to supplement their diet, or in the case of some topdown charity programs, build their “work ethic”) and ethnicity, with recent immigrants wanting to
grow food and raise animals that were an important part of their cuisine and that they sometimes
had problems accessing otherwise (Lawson, 2005).
To appreciate urban agriculture today it is also important to consider how cities were
affected by the rise of social movements and struggles in the 1960s and 1970s, which were more
focused in city centres rather than in the suburbs. Purcell (2013) refers to urban-centered
movements for social justice as struggles over the right to the city, and Harvey (2008) describes
how these movements involve everyday people demanding the right to make and remake their
cities. These movements involved a diverse set of demands, including people demanding the right
to have a democratic say over various aspects of their lives and actively resisting racism, class
exploitation and bigotry, and authoritarianism. These struggles also contributed to battles over
public spaces and people’s access to things like parks, food gardens, and waterfronts, as well as
demands for public garbage collection and sanitation services. Gandy (2002) argues that a pivotal
early grassroots struggle for environmental justice occurred in New York City in the 1960s when
a Puerto Rican national liberation group called the Young Lords demanded that the city stop
neglecting Latinix neighbourhoods and properly clean up the garbage littering some of the streets.
In the late 1960s, urban-based social movements in the US also began to struggle over access to
food and food-producing spaces. A good example of this can be seen in the fact that the Black
Panthers, a Black Power activist group, included food justice activism among their many activities
and wide-reaching political demands, and established the first breakfast programs for children in
some U.S. cities including Oakland, Los Angeles, and Detroit (Milkman, 2016) as part of efforts
to politicize hunger and malnutrition, with the recognition that Black neighbourhoods were
consistently ignored by city officials and that many children were going to school hungry (Potorti,
2017).
As various right to the city struggles arose from the 1960s onwards, they intersected with
a range of other emerging social movements including anti-racist, feminist, queer, and
environmental activism. A central point of intersection lies in the assertion of the right to full
societal participation based on collective needs and desires, and this diversity contributed to
debates in many urban neighbourhoods about how to use space, including drawing attention to
who is excluded and included in parks and other public spaces. One notable struggle over the right
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to grow food in the city was the guerilla gardening movement, which first arose in New York City
in the economic recession of the 1970s. This movement involved activists claiming neglected and
vacant lots (typically in poor neighbourhoods) as community spaces for growing food with many
becoming thriving, dynamic community gardens (Lawson, 2005). By the mid-1980s, there were
about 1000 community gardens in New York City, mostly in Manhattan (Smith & Kurtz, 2010).
However, property values rose considerably in New York City in the 1990s, particularly in lower
Manhattan where many of the gardens were located, and the city threatened to auction off the land
with an ostensible promise that the sales would lead to increased affordable housing. However,
gardeners, neighbourhood residents, and activists were not convinced this would be the outcome
and fought intensely to defend these community gardens, a “right to the city struggle” in which
some gardens were saved while many were destroyed – and little affordable housing ultimately
established (Lawson, 2005). This struggle in New York City indicates how gardens – especially
those located in public and pseudo-public spaces – are often at the heart of struggles over land
access, gentrification, environmental stewardship, and neighbourhood democracy (Lawson, 2005;
Reese, 2019; White, 2010).
Some important social movements of the 1960s and 1970s were weakened in the 1980s
and 1990s due to state repression. For instance, important radical anti-racist struggles like the
Young Lords and the Black Panthers were the subject of extreme state surveillance and repression.
Social movements were also adversely affected by the worldwide shift towards neoliberal
capitalism that included brutal attacks on the union movement and deep cuts to social services and
social programs, and public institutions (Albo, 2002). However, despite various political assaults
and adverse economic conditions, social and environmental movements continued to varying
degrees. For instance, the LGBTQ+ movement surged in the 1980s and 1990s, especially with
radical activism in response to the AIDS crisis (Riemer, M. & Brown, L., 2019) as did right-tothe-city struggles over gentrification, urban agriculture, and food justice (Harvey, 2013).
The persistence of various urban-based social movements contributed to a resurgence of
interest in various aspects of urban agriculture, including urban farms, community gardens,
permaculture in public and private spaces, urban chickens, and urban beekeeping. This growth also
reflects growing popular environmental anxiety and concern about the nature of the global food
system, combined with activist organizing around food security and justice. Along with collective
struggles and growing consciousness, some aspects of urban agriculture reflect a more
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individualized ‘do-it-yourself’ ethos (McClintock & Simpson, 2018). The resurgence in urban
agriculture has been studied by many activist-oriented researchers who are interested in its politics
and practices, including how it can: be part of struggles to confront gentrification; foster a
heightened sense of neighbourhood belonging, connectedness, and democracy; democratize access
to land; increase food security; increase health and wellbeing; promote biodiversity; and
potentially connect to broad-based social movements against racism and class bigotry (Eizenberg,
2012; McIvor & Hale, 2015; Tornaghi, 2017; White, 2010). However, while many celebrate the
hopeful possibilities associated with struggles over urban agriculture, it is important not to view
them with rose-coloured glasses, and various researchers have shown how urban agriculture can
contribute to a range of problems including: increased neighbourhood inequality; heightened
barriers to land access; worsened neighbourhood tensions over aesthetics and use of public spaces;
and can be part of processes of gentrification (Bradley & Herrara, 2016; Sbicca, 2012; Braswell,
2018). In short, it important to recognize that the dynamism associated with urban agriculture can
lead to both progressive and regressive outcomes, and its politics are sometimes very messy.
The presence of livestock animals in cities has the potential to create even more tensions
and conflict than plant-based urban agriculture. There are typically significant groups of urban
residents who strongly feel that livestock animals do not belong in cities. For example, attempts to
introduce chickens into North American cities has frequently been met with intense resistance. In
London, Ontario, two different city councils have voted against changing the bylaw to allow urban
hens, and the keeping of urban hens was struck from the city’s Urban Agriculture Strategy in which
all other recommendations were kept (CBC London, 2017). After many years of campaigning,
Toronto launched a three-year a pilot urban hen program in 2018, but only in select
neighbourhoods where the respective city councillor was willing to support the initiative (City of
Toronto, 2018). In both London and Toronto, urban hen advocates encountered concerns about
biosecurity risk, noise and messiness, and animal welfare, along with associated negative media
coverage. Attempts to legally permit honey bees in cities have also instigated emotional debates
in a number of cities, including about whether or not they cause harm to wild native bees – an
important subject that I explore in detail in chapter 6. Honey bees are also sometimes the focus of
neighbourly conflicts over their hive location as well as concerns about risks of stings, allergies,
and bad beekeeping, which can cause conflict between neighbours as well as between beekeepers.
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In order to appreciate the passionate opposition to livestock animals in cities, it is important
to examine how they came to be removed from cities in the first place. As indicated, various
domesticated animals, including honey bees, were present in the first cities in North Africa, the
Middle East, and Europe, and many cities around the world continue to contain a wide variety of
livestock animals, which are kept for a combination of food, companionship, and labour (Grace et
al., 2015). For instance, chickens and other small domesticated birds are commonly kept in cities
around the world, partly as a form of food security as egg-laying hens provide a regular source of
protein, and horses were vital to construction and transportation in cities before the widespread
adoption of cars. Even cities like London and Toronto bear the marks of this horse labour, marked
in former stables found in some older residential neighbourhoods.
Although livestock animals were common in the early cities of the United States and
Canada, they were eventually prohibited as residents increasingly viewed them as “impure,
polluting, disruptive, and discomforting occupants of city spaces” (Philio, 1998, 677). The
increasing prohibition of small livestock in US and Canadian cities was also connected to so-called
urban renewal campaigns, that sometimes specifically targeted immigrant communities in poorer
neighbourhoods where the keeping, slaughter and sale of livestock was more common. In some
cities, such as San Francisco, live animal markets in low-income and racialized communities were
targeted for closure and involved ugly campaigns appealing to racism and xenophobia (Kim,
2015).
A distinct motivation for urban livestock (namely beekeeping and backyard chickens) is
rooted in an explicit rejection of how animals are treated within industrialized agriculture
operations, and an associated desire to form a more ethical relationship with these animals, while
also obtaining some of their own honey and eggs (Miksa, 2020). There are indications that
some/many of the people who keep backyard urban chickens and honey bees regard these animals
more as companions and pets than as livestock, which may cause a new set of problems in terms
of the lack of skill in animal husbandry. At the same time, however, the growing interest in keeping
chickens and honey bees along with some other small “livestock” animal species, where animals
are conceived as companions in and co-creators of space, could be a powerful way to transform
the human/animal relationship. and this is an important idea that I examine in chapter 4. In this
chapter, I stress that backyard animal husbandry can allow for a degree of animal autonomy and
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agency that is impossible for animals embedded in the industrial agricultural system, as well as a
high degree of intimacy for the humans engaged in their care.

2.4. Marxism and the socio-ecologies of everyday lives
Heterodox Marxist theory retains a focus on class inequality and conflict while also
allowing for more attention to other aspects of how people resist and disrupt the dominant norms,
values, and ideas of capitalism (Holloway, 2010). I find some aspects of this literature extremely
helpful in making sense of urban beekeeping, in particular the concern for how some forms of
social reproduction involve concrete labour that brings pleasure and joy to people’s lives, allowing
them to engage in sensuous, concrete human activity with the world. Here, I find Holloway’s
concept of ‘useful-doing’ (2010) and Ferguson’s concept of ‘playful work’ (2017) especially
insightful, and these emerge as important concepts in this thesis for my later argument that leisure
activities and hobbies such as hobbyist beekeeping and pollinator gardening can be understood as
concrete labour that allows people to develop sensuous relationships with other-than-humans. I
also consider how activities like beekeeping and gardening can be ‘tools of conviviality’ that
contribute to the creation of vibrant autonomous spaces, in part by encouraging people to
collectively share and gain knowledge and expertise. This discussion also helps to lay the
foundation for an argument developed later in the dissertation, which is that the creation of spaces
of multispecies urban commoning can contribute to radical socio-ecological relations that are in
but also against and potentially beyond capitalism (Holloway, 2010).
Social Reproduction Theory is a dynamic strand of Marxist feminism that helps to
understand the complex, contradictory, and potentially liberatory aspects of everyday life. Marxist
feminists who advance this theory draw on and extend the Marxist theory of labour with a focus
on the ways in which the work of social reproduction – the everyday work required for the
reproduction of humans within capitalism – is not only often oppressive (including typically
unequal gender relations) but also potentially emancipatory. Bhattacharya (2017, 2) effectively
summarizes the power of this lens:
The fundamental insight of Social Reproduction Theory is, simply put, that human labor is
at the heart of creating or reproducing society as a whole. The notion of labor conceived
here in the original sense in which Karl Marx meant it as ‘the first premise of all human
history. Capitalism, however, acknowledges productive labor for the market as the sole
form of legitimate “work,” while the tremendous amount of familial as well as
communitarian work that goes on to sustain and reproduce the worker, or more specifically

24

her labor power, is naturalized into nonexistence. Against this, social reproduction theorists
perceive the relation between labor dispensed to produce commodities and labor dispensed
to produce people as part of the systemic totality of capitalism.
This distinction between abstract and concrete labour is important in discussions of social
reproductive labour. “On the one hand,” as Marx (2018, 33) writes in Capital Vol 1
…all labour is, speaking physiologically, an expenditure of human labour power, and in its
character of identical abstract human labour, it creates and forms the value of commodities.
On the other hand, all labour is the expenditure of human labour power in a special form
and with a definite aim, and in this, its character of concrete useful labour, it produces use
values.
Abstract labour is instrumentalized and alienated labour under capitalism, whereas concrete labour
is that which produces items that have use-value; it is therefore an essential part of human life,
irrespective of the mode of production. As Marx (2018, 31) explains “So far therefore as labour is
a creator of use value, is useful labour, it is a necessary condition, independent of all forms of
society, for the existence of the human race; it is an eternal nature-imposed necessity, without
which there can be no material exchanges between man and Nature, and therefore no life.” In the
Theses on Feuerbach, Marx (2004, 121) refers to concrete labour also as being “sensuous human
activity”, as well as indicating that this is something capitalism attempts to subsume and exploit.
The subsumption of an expanding scope of human activity into instrumentalized and alienated
forms of labour can, among other things, take the pleasure and joy out of those activities that once
involved agency and creativity. Marx (2004, 53) makes this distinction clear in his discussion of
capitalist division of labour in The German Ideology.
For as soon as the distribution of labour comes into being, each man [sic] has a particular,
exclusive sphere of activity, which is forced upon him and from which he cannot escape.
He is a hunter, a fisherman, a shepherd, or a critical critic, and must remain so if he does
not want to lose his means of livelihood; while in communist society, where nobody has
one exclusive sphere of activity but each can become accomplished in any branch he
wishes, society regulates the general production and thus makes it possible for me to do
one thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear
cattle in the evening, criticize after dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever becoming
hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic. This fixation of social activity, this consolidation of
what we ourselves produce into an objective power above us, growing out of our control,
thwarting our expectations, bringing to naught our calculations, is one of the chief factors
in historical development up till now.
This transformation of labour famously lies at the heart of class conflict, as understood in
Marxism, as well as the emancipatory potential of labour as it comes to collectively appreciate its
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subjugation. McNally (2004, 198) explains this conflict clearly, noting that “Capital’s drive to
fully subsume labour, to instrumentalize it, to strip it of all embodiment and subjectivity, runs up
against its dependence on concrete, living labour—sentient, embodied, thinking, self-conscious
labour.” Some conceptions of social reproductive labour consign it to the household, principally
the literal work of propagating and raising children, caring for the sick and elderly, and meeting
some basic household needs like food preparation and basic hygiene. However, Marxist feminist
theorists argue for a greatly expanded conception of social reproduction to include much more
than human reproductive and survival tasks, and take into account all forms of care work and
labour that makes life worth living, including: community work; activism; neighbourhood
organizing; the pursuit of hobbies and interests; and emotional labour, such as listening to people
express their feelings (Fraser, 2016). Critically, this includes activities that are creative, sensuous,
and pleasurable, a standpoint which
…has enabled an anti-capitalist re-appraisal of the work of social reproduction as the labor
producing and reproducing life. By doing so, it has opened the door to a critique of abstract
labor and its multiple separations and alienations, and also to the revalorization of the
sensuous and joyful dimensions of labor, and the formulation of labor alternatives to
capitalisms.” (Misee 2020, 2).
Another important aspect of this conception is that there are some tasks within the realm
of social reproduction that allow people to explore parts of themselves that they are not generally
able to develop or actualize within their role as wage workers. Starting from Marx’s concept of
the dual nature of labour, Holloway (2010) insists that we can think of the concrete labour that
people engage in as part of everyday living as ‘useful doing’, and argues that this can be a crucial
aspect of people claiming their right to live their lives based on their own interests and desires, not
their bosses’ or that of capital. He argues that conscious and unconscious efforts to carve out spaces
for ‘useful doing’ in one’s life, neighbourhood, and community can constitute refusals to allow
capitalism to dominate everyday life, and ultimately add up to potentially revolutionary acts that
can cause fissures in the hegemony of capitalism, describing the “revolt of doing against labour”
as “the revolt of one form of activity, which we choose, against another form of activity, which we
reject” (Holloway 2010, 85). In short, expanding the scope of useful doing can be an act of
resistance in and against capitalism as it exists in the present, as well as prefiguring relations
beyond it. The fact that useful doing means engaging in activities that have meaning or importance
to them and that is not tied to their role as waged workers is, for Holloway, something that infuses
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them with radical potential. Thus, while some critics might be inclined to dismiss certain forms of
useful doing as insignificant recreational ‘hobbies’, Holloway stresses that these activities,
especially when pursued in concert with others, can form the basis of new forms of social life that
eludes or contests the hegemony of capital over our desires, our activities, and our forms of social
cooperation.
In both hobbyist urban beekeeping and multispecies gardening, I see a particular type of
useful doing that can be understood as ‘playful work’ (Ferguson ,2017). Ferguson (2017, 210)
helps us to understand the broader importance of the separation of work and play in capitalism,
which “results from an ongoing attempt to repress the sensuous, imaginative—concrete—
engagement with the world that typifies play, and to channel activity to instrumentalized, alienated
work or labor.” Writing about childhood and capitalism, she argues that children typically engage
in focused activities that are meaningful to them while also being playful; that is, they gravitate
towards activities that are fun, embodied, and evoke feelings of delight or curiosity. Although
adults sometimes try to direct this activity among children, Ferguson (2017) argues that children
do this in their own way for their own purposes and are often most focused, intentional and creative
when left alone by adults, and further that children’s engagement with the world is often based on
embodied transformation. Because of this, she argues that children “come to know the spaces they
occupy through manipulating them physically and imaginatively and in ways that are charged with
affect,” and that “there is open-endedness and fluidity to this ‘childish’ way of being in the world
that is both familiar and strange to many adults,” with the ensuing conception of ‘playful work’
being something that is “simultaneously imaginative and sensual, and often pleasurable and/or
aimed at creating something better” than what is pursued through waged work (Ferguson 2017,
118-119).
At some point in their childhood, most people get encouraged (or forced, depending on age
and other factors such as gender, ethnicity, and class) to give up this playful work in order to be
trained in various ways, as well as getting socialized to accept working life as it exists for most
adults under capitalism: that is, that they must sell their labour for a wage or salary to earn the
money they need to meet their basic needs. Obviously, some jobs are more fulfilling than others,
but it is safe to assume that many people are mired in jobs that lack a sense of meaning, creativity,
and joy. Ferguson argues that the playful work of children is the closest expression of the sensuous
human activity discussed by Marx that is permitted under capitalism, and that this denial of
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sensuous human activity as they grow up is a key part of why many people feel deeply alienated
towards the nature of their work and its products, as well as to one another, nonhuman nature, and
themselves. A striking feature of capitalism is that something that is so essential to being fully
human is mostly allowed to be expressed by (some) children, while many adults get little
opportunity to engage in playful work in their life as workers. Because of this, I believe that some
of the ‘useful doing’ that people engage in should also be considered playful work and this sense
of play is part of what makes certain activities particularly meaningful for people.
In this dissertation, I make a case that beekeeping comprises part of the intimacies of
everyday life for hobbyist beekeepers, in that it is tied to their social reproductive labour and is a
sensuous activity that embodies both ‘useful doing’ and ‘playful work’. While beekeeping is part
of social reproduction as a food (and, for some, medicine)-producing activity, it also differs in
important ways from many other social reproduction tasks, because the principal motivation tends
to be leisure rather than subsistence. Most tasks that are understood as being part of social
reproduction are concerned with sustaining human life to ensure everyday functioning under
capitalism, but beekeeping, pollinator gardening, and other types of playful work are often
regarded as merely hobbies, and some might be inclined to casually dismiss them as being an
integral part of neoliberal capitalism, due to both their role in helping people cope with the
alienation of their working lives and because of the commodified sub-industry that has emerged
around them. Indeed, hobbyist beekeepers and gardeners frequently spend a lot of money
purchasing various items to support these activities, and it is notable that as popular concern about
bees and interest in beekeeping grew across North America in the 2000s, beekeeping starter kits
and bee ‘hotels’ for native bees began to show up on the shelves of big box retailers such as
Walmart and Costco and massive online distributors, most notably Amazon.
One of the characteristic features of neoliberal capitalism has been an increasing
commodification all aspects of human life, including people’s hobbies and interests. However, just
because the forces of neoliberal capitalism attempt to commoditize everyday human activities and
interests does not mean those aspects of human life are inherently or inevitably neoliberal or
capitalist. As Marx pointed out repeatedly, capitalism is a system full of contradictions that
contains the seeds of its own destruction, or to use the famous language of The Communist
Manifesto, it is always producing “its own grave-diggers.” One thing this implies is that practices
can emerge within capitalism that provide glimpses of another set of socio-ecological relations
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beyond it, even if those practices are contradictory to some degree, meaning that they cannot
entirely escape commodities and markets (Holloway, 2010). One of the ways that capitalism gets
naturalized, or made to seem inevitable (that is, the only way in which humans can live with each
other and other-than-humans), is through the progressive commoditization of ever more aspects of
human activity. In the face of these systemic compulsions, Holloway (2010) argues that even
activities that seem very mundane, such as a picnic in a park, produce small cracks in capitalism,
at the same time as there are systemic pressures attempting to incorporate and reorganize aspects
of those activities, from elaborate picnic kits to increasing entry-fees to park spaces.
We can see these contradictions clearly at work in hobbies. On one hand, hobbies are
increasingly commodified through various inputs or supplies, with countless niche markets
cultivated and grown. Further, some attempt to make money by selling the products they make.
Both of these dynamics typify how capitalist compulsions are leading to ever more aspects of
human life getting mediated through markets and commodities. Yet in spite of this, efforts people
make to carve out time in their lives to engage in useful-doing can represent important refusals to
be fully engulfed in neoliberal capitalism. This is especially true when certain groups of people
engage in these activities, such as lower-income workers6, who some may deem as having a
responsibility to work extra hours or take a second job instead of pursuing their hobbies. There is
also a gendered dimension to the refusals that hobbies can represent, as women, particularly those
with children at home, seem to feel a high amount of guilt for pursuing too many hobbies and
interests for their own pleasure (Vengrow, 2017). Statistics from 2015 on leisure time in the U.K.
found that women spend, on average, 40 minutes less per day on leisure time than men. That time
was spent, unsurprisingly, on unpaid household labour (Office for National Statistics, 2015).
Women claiming time for hobbies that are unrelated to their role as caregivers can be considered
a rejection of sexism.
The resistance that can be present in acts of useful doing and playful work becomes more
apparent when we consider how idleness has been deployed against working people within
capitalism. For instance, Federici (2010; 2004) has brilliantly detailed how the European witch
hunts were a way to terrorize people into conforming their lives and bodies to the emerging
6

In this dissertation I use a Marxist definition of the working-class which differs from the common definition of this
term. The working-class, in Marxist terms, are those people who must sell their labour for a wage and do not own
the means of production. The working class encompasses a range of occupations, income levels, and educational
backgrounds.
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disciplinary regimes of early capitalism, so that they would be willing and able to sell their labour
for a wage, with women in particular forced to submit to gendered divisions of labour that devalued
their productive and reproductive work and enforced their dependence on men within households
(Federici, 2004). Activities deemed ‘idle’, and even vilified as witchcraft, were often those that
distracted potential workers or allowed them to meet some of their own needs outside of the
dictates of early capitalism. In short, “forcing people to submit to wage labor and the discipline of
the time-clock first required the discipline of the stake,” and training “the emerging proletariat…to
defer gratification; to stifle desire; to value accumulation over expenditure” (Jaffe, 2019). While
wealthy people, especially children, may have still been allowed to participate in play, and savour
their idleness, there was a moralization against playful activities in the large majority of workingclass adults, especially if it distracted them from paid work. This moralizing regime geared to
normalize the primacy of selling labour for wage over engaging in playful work continues to the
present-day, reflected in such things as elite hand-wringing about ‘welfare cheats’ and policies
they claim will de-incentivize work, such as a universal basic income (Doar, 2018; Annunziata,
2018). The idea that idleness is morally wrong continues to permeate capitalist culture in both
overt and subtle ways, including common sayings that it is the devil’s playground, mother of all
vices, and the fool’s holiday. Given this historical context, it should come as no surprise that many
of the hobbyist beekeepers and pollinator gardeners I interviewed were either retirees, stay at home
parents, or relatively affluent professionals, all groups of people who may feel more inclined to
believe that they have societal permission to explore aspects of life beyond paid work.
In this dissertation I build an argument that hobbyist beekeeping and pollinator gardening
are forms of useful doing that have the potential to help disrupt the dominant socio-ecological and
inter-species relations in capitalist society for those who engage in them, even as there are
pressures to commodify these hobbies and thereby integrate them into the wider neoliberal order.
The radical potential of these activities stems from the fact that they bring people into new
relationships with not only bees but with themselves, other people, and the more-than-human
world in ways that are concrete, embodied, and sensuous. Although certain elements of hobbyist
beekeeping and pollinator gardening have been commodified, the work itself has not been
subsumed into the logic of capitalist production. Instead of being instrumentalized and alienated,
hobbyist beekeeping and pollinator gardening are experienced by people as pleasurable, sensuous,
and joyful. A central subject of chapters 4 and 5 is how participants consistently experience these
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activities as playful work and as something that helps them to reconnect to the enchantment of
everyday life.

2.5. Social reproduction and conviviality
The concept of conviviality has garnered attention within more-than-human geography
(Hinchliffe & Whatmore, 2006) and is deployed in a variety of ways. One helpful definition comes
from Hinchlifee and Whatmore (2006, 125), who use conviviality to refer to a posthumanist
“political project that is concerned with a more broadly conceived accommodation of difference,
better attuned to the comings and goings of the multiplicity of more-than-human inhabitants that
make themselves at home in the city than conventional political accounts.” This definition is useful
in thinking about human and more-than-human interactions in what they call a “living city” and
resonates with my analysis of hobbyist beekeeping and pollinator gardening.
At the same time, I also find it useful to return to a different concept of conviviality as it
was outlined by Ivan Illich, a radical priest and philosopher who famously connected it to his
argument for deschooling, by which he meant the need for a broadly-based de-professionalization
and de-institutionalization of society. Illich’s (1973) conception of ‘tools for conviviality’ is
especially relevant in contemporary neoliberal capitalism with its destructive mix of hyperconsumerism, techno-optimism, the rise of the so-called “gig economy,” and the use of state
coercion to enforce corporate control over everyday life. Illich (1973, 12) describes his conception
of conviviality as something that is explicitly intended:
…to designate the opposite of industrial productivity. I intend it to mean autonomous and
creative intercourse among persons, and the intercourse of persons with their environment;
and this in contrast with the conditioned response of persons to the demands made upon
them by others, and by a human−made environment. I consider conviviality to be
individual freedom realized in personal interdependence and, as such, an intrinsic ethical
value [my italics].
What I find most helpful about Illich’s concept of conviviality is that it opens a way to see
something we might regard as collective useful doing, meaning sensuous and concrete human
activity done together in a way that recognizes both interconnectivity and autonomy.
Another important aspect of how Illich (1973, 18) conceives tools for conviviality is as
enabling “each person who uses them the greatest opportunity to enrich the environment with the
fruits of his or her vision,” noting that:
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…tools foster conviviality to the extent to which they can be easily used, by anybody, as
often or as seldom as desired, for the accomplishment of a purpose chosen by the user. The
use of such tools by one person does not restrain another from using them equally. They
do not require previous certification of the user. Their existence does not impose any
obligation to use them. They allow the user to express his meaning in action.
To Illich (1973, 17-18), a convivial society is designed to “allow all its members the most
autonomous action by means of tools least controlled by others,” and he echoes Marx’s concept
of the dual character of labour in arguing that “people feel joy, as opposed to mere pleasure, to the
extent that their activities are creative; while the growth of tools beyond a certain point increases
regimentation, dependence, exploitation, and impotence.” Illich uses the term ‘tool’ broadly, to
encompass not only what he calls ‘simple hardware’ or large machines but productive institutions
that produce tangible products and productive systems that produce intangible products such as,
he proposes, health and knowledge.
Another important dimension of Illich’s conceptual framework that resonates with my
research is his case that tools for conviviality should not require institutionalized training and
certification that exclude people who want to participate. It is important that tools for conviviality
should not be controlled by either government institutions or by corporations, and that skills and
knowledge should be freely shared through learning webs, particularly those that emphasize peerto-peer learning (Illich, 1971). While this framework was formulated before the rise of the internet,
there are many ways that it could further enable the sharing of ideas and skills. Whether online or
in person, it is clear that Illich’s tools for conviviality are those that bring people together to share
ideas, knowledge and skills in ways that create meaningful social relationships that promote
interdependence while allowing for freedom from corporations and the state. As such, I interpret
his ideas as being aligned with autonomous Marxists such as Holloway and Federici, libertarian
socialists, and social anarchists and not with free-market libertarianism where he has also had some
uptake. I return to this conceptual framework later and develop an argument that the knowledges
around hobbyist beekeeping and pollinator gardening can be considered a tool of conviviality,
especially when shared amongst practitioners in beekeeping collectives and associations,
neighbourhood gardening initiatives, and communally-organized garden plots.
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2.6 Multispecies urban commoning and post-capitalist possibilities
The enclosure of the commons is most often discussed with reference to a historic process
that was central to the rise of capitalism, in which land that had once been commonly used by
peasants in England was progressively enclosed. The enclosure of land was entwined with the
emergence of a new social class whose power was rooted in their ownership of capital (including
land, which was simultaneously being transformed into a commodity that could be bought and
sold) rather than feudal titles, and a new compulsion to compete and accumulate more capital. New
capitalist landholders were motivated to control increasing amounts of land, and to turn ever more
other-than human natures into capitalist resources for the accumulation of private profit. The other
main aim of the enclosure movement, first in England and subsequently in Europe, was to inhibit
peasants from pursuing subsistence livelihoods based on entangled and sensuous relationships
with non-human nature. As Federici (2004) has detailed, the process of displacement was not a
straightforward, peaceful transition but was enacted using terror, and the net result was that many
former peasants were left with little choice but to become landless workers, and some were cast
into vagrancy and begging (with various associated disciplines like the poorhouse).
Another important argument that Federici (2004) makes is that accumulation through
enclosure is not just a historical process that helped forge the foundational conditions for
capitalism, but rather is an ongoing process that is integral to contemporary capitalist expansion,
which continues to rely on forms of violence directed against people living in close connection the
land that is being enclosed. As discussed earlier, women were particularly targets for the violence
and terror that accompanied European enclosures, in the form of the witch hunts which lasted for
several centuries, and Federici (2019) argues that Indigenous peoples, non-indigenous women, and
environmentalists around the world continue to be targeted with violence and terror in order to
help enable ongoing capitalist accumulation.
In short, I understand the enclosure of the commons as a process that unfolds wherever
capitalists are forcibly extending the domain of markets and private property, and with it their
control and ability to accumulate land and resources. The other side of this expansion involves
cutting off people’s access to subsistence activities, and forcing them to sell their labour in cities.
It is also essential to recognize that people have struggled against the enclosure of the commons
and the expansion of capitalist accumulation into new realms wherever they have occurred.
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The extension of capitalism is not just a matter of enclosing commons in the form of
converting land into private property and various non-human natures into resources, but also
requires the progressive enclosure of various aspects of people’s lives, including their homes,
relationships, and bodies (Federici, 2019). However, as Holloway (2010) argues, in the face of this
expansion there are still always spaces and moments in which people can refuse to participate in
capitalism. He describes this refusal as “cracking” capitalism and argues that it involves
simultaneous acts of negation-and-creation:
The point about cracks is that they run, and they may move fast and unpredictably. That is
why it does not help to make sharp distinctions. The car worker is watering his plants on
the allotment today, but he may be out on the streets fighting Monsanto tomorrow. The
woman who fights for water today may start reflecting tomorrow on the way in which
capitalism is destroying the world. The movement of the cracks is a movement of
experience, very often a learning-in-struggle, although it would be wrong to think of the
movement as unidirectional: it also happens that people get tired and the crack freezes over
again (Holloway 2010, 22).
It is also important to see acts of ‘cracking’ in relation to what Linebaugh (2014) calls
‘commoning’: continual waves of social movements that have arisen when people struggle to
reclaim the commons as spaces in, against, and beyond capitalism. According to Linebaugh,
commoning is a living, dynamic process that involves the creation of concrete relationships.
Federici (2018, 168,183) also provides a helpful definition of commoning, describing it as “the
creation of social relations and spaces built on solidarity, the communal sharing of wealth, and
cooperative work and decision-making,” and argues that activities become a form of commoning
– and even “embryonic of a new society” – when they involve collective decision-making in
communal spaces.
Commoning struggles in the city can take a vast array of forms, and often focus on
initiatives to bring radical democracy – meaning forms of governance from below that are broadly
participatory and highly transparent – to public spaces such as parks, sidewalks, squares, libraries,
community gardens, even the streets themselves. For instance, movements to expand cyclist and
pedestrian friendly streets can be understood as commoning struggles since they are essentially
about contesting the use of some public space and expanding public pathways and mobility for
people without cars. Another front of commoning struggles in cities involves efforts to create
radical democracy in community spaces that are not necessarily on publicly owned land (Stavrides,
2015; Vaiou & Kalandides, 2017), which can include such things as the creation of workers’ co-
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operatives, community squats, community-owned land trusts, cohousing or cooperative housing
complexes, and non-profit art or activist centres and spaces (Bunce, 2018; Montagna & Grazioli,
2019; Chatterton, 2015). Many of the attempts to expand urban agriculture or community gardens
can also be understood as commoning struggles (Tornaghi, 2017), as efforts to expand these land
uses have proven to be a powerful means to draw people together into communities of differences
(that is, where people find common ground and collaborate across class, ethnic, religious, or other
social differences that are too often the basis for division) while simultaneously strengthen the
sense of belonging and attachment they have to place. Further, where commoning involves actively
working with the land and other-than-human natures, it can do more than strengthen the attachment
people have to specific places , and can also bring them into a more intimate relationship with the
soil, the plants, the trees and the nonhuman animals that accompany that place (Cooke et al., 2019).
A further appeal of commoning struggles involving urban agriculture relates to how they can
partially collectivize an important aspect of social reproduction: namely the production and
consumption of nutritious food, which is obviously an important part of everyday life and essential
to our bodies, as well as often being integral to our identities and tied to intimate relationships
within families. In sum, the extension of these everyday intimacies associated with food and eating
into communal and neighbourhood spaces has the potential to forge meaningful new relationships
with others and with the land.
Federici’s (2019) understanding of the commons and its importance within the realm of
social reproductive labour is instrumental to part of my argumentation in this dissertation, in
particular my case that urban farms, community gardens, and other forms of collective organizing
around public spaces (such as beekeeping) can contribute to the creation of post-capitalist futures.
Throughout the course of my research I repeatedly saw glimpses of commoning, as defined above
following Linebaugh and Federici. I also vividly sensed how commons are part of everyday life
and struggles, and how “in an embryonic form, they represent the social relations we aim to
achieve, as well as the means for their construction. They are not a separate struggle but a
perspective we bring to every struggle and every social movement in which we participate”
(Federici 2019:185). I also saw the importance of Federici’s (2019:196) argument that commoning
struggles must enroll nonhuman natures in the course of “reconnecting us with nature and
reinventing what it means to be human”, which is especially resonant with respect to urban
agriculture since it inextricably involves multiple species in co-creating these spaces.
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As indicated earlier, commoning struggles are entwined with the pursuit of radical
democratic forms of governance, and I believe that if we are to take the multispecies dimensions
of commons seriously this must also extend conceptions of democracy beyond humans and
consider the agency and autonomy of non-human animals and plants in these spaces. For people
who are immersed in modern industrial societies and capitalist consumer cultures it may seem farfetched and even absurd to consider including other-than-humans in conceptions of democracy.
However, the place of other species in the worldviews, cosmologies, and general ethics of diverse
cultures has varied greatly over time and space, and because something might seem implausible
under capitalism does not mean it is implausible beyond it. Of course, to consider the prospect of
democratic participation by nonhuman animals one obvious question arises: how can beings who
cannot speak or make coherent arguments expressing their needs and desires actually participate
in discussions? To consider this, we should first recognize that there is an ageist and ableist
assumption that verbal discourse is the only way to participate in the collective and democratic
making and unmaking of spaces, which implies that there are in fact some people who cannot
verbally express their needs and desires who should nevertheless be integrated into neighbourhood
commoning struggles and their associated democratic governance. Taylor (2017) reminds us that
ableism is interconnected with speciesism, in that they are both rooted in oppression of sentient
others who experience and engage in the world differently than able-bodied human adults.
I believe that it is possible for mindful humans, through a combination of sensuous
observations and ethological research, to understand enough about the needs and desires of wild,
semi-domesticated, and domesticated non-human animals in particular environments to be able to
effectively consider their interests. But even if people acknowledge this, most would not go a step
further and think of insects as having the ability to communicate with humans. However, this is
not a far-fetched idea for those who intimately interact with bees and some other insects, including
some beekeepers, engaged scientists, and mindful gardeners, who recognize that insects can and
do communicate with humans on a regular basis. In fact, scientists have recognized that social
insects in particular have complex forms of communication with one another, that humans can
learn to interpret and understand (Seeley, 2011), though this takes a considerable level of
experience and mindfulness.
Learning – or re-learning – to consider animal interests can also potentially contribute to
widening anti-systemic consciousness. Part of this stems from the fact that, as Federici (2019, 191)
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argues, alienating humans from non-human nature was a crucial aspect of colonialism and
capitalism, as “the capacity to read the elements, to discover the medical properties of plants and
flowers, to gain sustenance from the earth, to live in woods and forest, to be guided by the stars
and winds on the roads and the seas was and remains a source of ‘autonomy’ that had to be
destroyed.” This also led to an alienation of our relationship with our own bodies, especially
around sexuality and reproduction (Federici, 2019), as well as in our ability to understand and be
responsive to our senses as we engage with the non-human world. One of my central arguments in
this dissertation is that efforts to create multispecies urban commons requires concrete and
sensuous human engagement with other-than-humans, something which is inherent in successful
beekeeping and gardening.
Moore and Kosut (2014) describe their ethnography with bees as an attempt at ‘intraspecies
mindfulness’, and this conception strongly resonates with my experience. Many of my research
participants, as I detail in chapters 4 and 5, described how these activities attuned them to the needs
of bees by engaging all their senses and fostering a mindfulness about their own movements,
actions, and even intimate bodily functions such as their smell. Through concrete and sensuous
activity people can be open to and skilled at listening to what other-than-humans are
communicating with us through their own concrete and sensuous engagement with the world.
Donaldson and Kymlicka (2010) offer a framework for integrating animals into democratic
deliberations that has been highly influential among animal liberation theorists. As philosophers
of politics and law with commitments to animal liberation, they argue for a three-tiered grouping
in which: domesticated animals should be given the democratic rights of citizens; liminal animals
(which they define as non-domesticated wild animals that live in human settlements, such as
pigeons, racoons, and carpenter bees) should be considered co-residents; and wild animals that
avoid human settlements should be considered sovereign others. They argue that non-human
animals can be integrated into democratic decision-making in various ways including: considering
their needs and desires when designing public space; attempting to maximize animal agency and
autonomy in various spaces, as long as it does not interfere with others; and allowing human
stewards to make decisions on their behalf when animals cannot express preferences.
Not all animal liberation theorists concur with these groupings and aspirations. For
example, Wadiwel (2019) questions why liminal animals are not also considered citizens and
challenges the limits this framework is seen to place on sovereignty. It is also important to critique
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the liberal conception of citizenship that is taken for granted in this conception, as part of the
distinction between citizen and resident. The concept of citizenship in modern nation states
excludes residents who do not have citizenship (some of whom do not have official residency
status) and diminishes the claims to citizenship made by Indigenous people (foremost as members
of their own sovereign nations rather than as citizens of settler-colonial nation-states), and the idea
that certain rights are only conferred on people given citizenship status by modern nation-states
should not be accepted by those seeking radical social change. However, in spite of some
reservations, I believe there is merit in the case that Donaldson and Kymlicka (2010) set out for
incorporating non-human animals into democratic decision-making, and that their conception can
be helpful in imagining how to create multispecies commons. As I develop in the following
section, I believe that multispecies commoning demands that we allow multispecies agency and
autonomy to be expressed as fully as possible, which entails the need to understand behaviours
and respect the cognitive abilities of other species.
2.7. Considering animal agency and autonomy with respect to bees
Although most vegans avoid consuming honey and using beeswax, animal liberation
advocates rarely consider bees in their ethical frameworks. For instance, it is notable that
Donaldson and Kymlicka (2010) exclude insects from the animals they think should be considered
in the creation of multispecies democracies because, they argue, insect consciousness has not been
established as clearly as it has with animals. Insects are difficult to develop empathy for because
it is hard (perhaps close to impossible) for humans to know or understand them as individuals,
something feminist animal-rights ethicist Gruen (2015, 70) acknowledges:
…although I’m developing a more generous perception of bugs, my connection to them
remains thin. I am not moved to act for their sakes if there are other conflicting values at
play…my relationship to meadows or wetlands or the insects that inhibit them are
profoundly different from the relationships I can be in with the animals, fish, birds who
make their homes there[my italics].
As this quote clearly indicates, for many people – even those sympathetic to animals – insects are
not considered animals, in either biological or ethical terms, although they are part of the largest
phylum within the animal kingdom (in terms of number of species and total biomass)7. This
passage also makes a significant distinction between insects who inhabit meadows and other
7

Gruen (2015) also seems to not consider fish or birds animals, although they do garner her empathy.
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animals who make their home in meadows, which implies a clear hierarchy in agency. As I
indicated above, there are aspects of insect physiology (not only size) and behaviour that make
them challenging for humans to know, which undoubtedly translates to the limited interest in
including them in much animal advocacy, beyond some modest considerations like eschewing
honey. While some insects are widely recognized to be beneficial to humans, such as butterflies
and bees, and some even beautiful (again butterflies and bees, and also dragonflies) many other
insects and other arthropods are feared or considered pests and are sometimes parasites on
domesticated animals and humans. The greatest assault on insects occurs in industrial capitalist
agriculture, as a wide variety of insecticides are designed and applied to kill insects that consume
crops, and the modern insecticide industry had a central part in the emergence of the subdiscipline
of entomology within biology departments (Fang, 2020). In short, there are multiple reasons why
most people do not care about insects or grant them the same ethical consideration as other animals,
especially mammals and birds.
Among insects, as noted, bees and butterflies are the most likely to engender some affection
and moral consideration. The most common way in which beekeepers, native bee advocates, and
environmentalists appeal to people to care for the plight of pollinators is to argue that pollinators
matter because of the benefits they bring to humans, most often in the form of so-called ‘ecosystem
services’ in relation to agriculture (where it is sometimes translated into estimates of billions of
dollars of value to world agriculture), flowering plants, and self-organizing ecosystems more
generally. This is also increasingly discussed in relation to the tremendous pressure that insects
face from the combined effects of climate change and capitalist-industrial agriculture, and the
grave scientific warnings given about the devastating effects the continuing declines of insects and
other arthropods will have on both humans and nonhuman animals, not only as pollinators but also
decomposers, predators, and prey (Hallmann et al., 2017; Lister & Garcia, 2018). Patel and Moore
(2017) argue that while the concept of ‘ecosystem services’ could conceivably be used to helpfully
highlight the work of other-than-humans, it also risks essentializing and commodifying that work,
and can obfuscate the ways in which animal bodies and lives are harmed and exploited.
I believe that the treatment of insects should be of concern to everyone who cares about
the lives of non-human animals. One important aspect of this is that scientists are starting to learn
that insects are far more complicated than humans previously considered, as recent studies have
shown that social bees engage in learning (Barracchi et al., 2018; Behrands & Scheiner, 2009),
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have cognitive flexibility (Loukola et al., 2017), and have complex memories (Reinhard et al.,
2006). Social wasps are thought to have even more complex cognitive abilities than social bees
(Sheehan & Tibbets, 2008). While scientists have not determined whether insects have
consciousness or feel pain, it is clear that insects have preferences. A discussion about whether
insects feel pain between a professor in the environmental humanities (who is also a hobbyist
beekeeper) and a trained entomologist is illuminating with respect to both the challenges of
knowledge in this regard, and the moral implications:
But could insects feel emotional angst? [We leaned] forward into our quiet voices and the
small circle of intimacy created by our shared knowledge that many would find
blasphemous. ‘I didn’t prove it, scientifically,’ he said, ‘but I could feel it. Of course they
suffer. Their long antennae caressing each other – their feet and tongues touching. Yes,
they do. They suffer.’
I felt a tightness in my chest as I imagined my own honeybees, their bird-like faces, the
soft yellow hair on their abdomens, the tentative way they explored my hands. The way
they touched each other with so much tenderness. I could not imagine piercing the belly of
a live bee with a scalpel, watching it struggle and flail its arms. Torturing insects was
something I knew some children did, but I had not been one of them. (Swan, 2014)
In addition to my belief that honey bees matter both ecologically and intrinsically, I am
also convinced that they are particularly useful to think with (Beisel et al., 2013) with respect to
both interspecies relations in agriculture (Ellis et al., 2020) and animal liberation theorists, in part
because they experience much more autonomy and agency than the vast majority of domesticated
animals. Learning to live with honey bees in ways that respect their autonomy and agency, as many
hobbyist beekeepers try to do, may allow us to think through how we might live with a range of
other animals, especially ones that are difficult or impossible to know as individuals, as well as
helping us learn to navigate some of the difficulties and disruptions to our lives that autonomy and
agency necessarily entail. Although honey bees are highly managed by beekeepers, there are
certain aspects of honey bee lifecycle and behaviour that makes them an impossible animal to fully
domesticate, including the fact that they travel relatively far distances for forage and swarm as a
form of colony reproduction. These behaviours also sometimes bring beekeepers into conflict with
other people including native bee advocates, as I address at multiple points throughout this
dissertation.
The fact that swarming is an act of democratic decision-making within honey bee colonies
(Seeley, 2011) is another reason that bees, and our relations to them, should be of interest to animal

40

liberation theorists. In a swarm, roughly half the colony, anywhere from 10 000 to 30 000 bees,
prepare to leave the hive with the old queen, while the rest of the colony stays in the hive and
nurtures new, developing queens. The bees that leave the hive is the swarm. Although there is a
common belief among people, even among some beekeepers, that queen bees are ‘in charge’ of
the colony, this is not accurate, and the term ‘queen’ is a misnomer, implying power over subjects
that is not the case in a honey bee colony. In fact, no individual bee is in charge of the colony and
it is a collective colony decision when to start preparing to swarm based on the conditions of the
hive including over-crowding and, more importantly, as a way to manage pests and pathogens in
the hive (it is also a collective decision of the colony when to replace queens, which is partly based
on the pheromones she is releasing). Swarms fly up to a few hundred feet from the hive, often
much closer, and form a clump, usually in a tree, with the queen at the centre. While the location
they choose to settle is most often a tree it can be the ground or, more commonly, something a
human-created object such as a fire hydrant, playground equipment, or a street light. Scout bees
are then sent out to look for potential sites to set up a nest, and when scouts find a good nest site
they return to the swarm and through dances, give the other bees information about their site. Bees
‘vote’ for the location that has the best conditions by mimicking the dance of the scout bee they
support, and worker bees then take steps to prepare the queen for what may have been only the
second flight of her life. Once the decision is made, the swarm leaves en masse to the new location
(provided they aren’t caught by a beekeeper first) (Seeley, 2011). When swarming is understood
in its entirety, it can be seen an act of collective agency for honey bees, and while it is often
considered by people to be a nuisance behaviour, it is one of the most important ways that bees
naturally keep pests and pathogen levels in the colony low. This may be especially important now
given that honey bees in North America are universally plagued by varroa mites.
Apis mellifera is the only honey bee species found in Canada and the US, and when they
swarm they are considered to be at their most gentle. A swarm is usually not interested in
interacting with people, as the bees are focused solely on keeping the queen safe and dry while
they wait for the scout bees to return.8 The typically peaceful character of a swarm contrasts with
how it is often perceived. When a swarm is forming outside a hive, there is a frenzy of activity as
the bees who will be leaving begin to emerge from the hive, eventually gathering together in a
clump, and the sight of a clump of thousands of bees can be very disconcerting to people, even
8

There are other species of honey bee around the world, particularly Asia, that have different behaviors.
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scary. This frightening image connects to some negative cultural conceptions. For instance, in the
English language when swarm refers to people it means a group who are attacking or descending
on other people, and even in an ostensibly more positive light, such as fans swarming a celebrity
for photos, it is behaviour that is seen to be overwhelming.
In general, most beekeepers have a love-hate relationship with swarming behaviour. For
commercial beekeepers, swarming is frustrating because it can complicate their source of income
if they fail to capture the swarm (for this reason, it might also be seen to complicate the status of
honey bees colonies as a commodity). Even for hobbyist beekeepers like me, who treasure bees
on an intrinsic level, swarming can complicate their care. As I discovered in the spring of 2020,
when my backyard hives swarmed a total of eight times, managing swarming requires friendly and
open relationships with neighbours, and in the absence of good neighbourly relations swarming
can cause fear and tensions and lead to the removal of the bees. As indicated earlier, when bees
swarm they may form an initial clump, and while it is typically nearby, it can also happen away
from the property on which the hives are located. If the swarm is not caught by a beekeeper, the
bees will make a new nest wherever they want, and although their ideal location is a hollowed-out
section of a tree (Packet et al., 2007) this is not always available, and feral honey bee colonies have
been known to move into a range of locations such as compost bins and the walls of houses and
sheds. It is common for feral honey bees to live for many years in the walls of homes, often
undetected by the home owner.
While swarming can be troublesome for beekeepers to manage, it is one of the ways that
beekeepers have traditionally established new hives before there was a sub-industry devoted
specifically to rearing queens. In fact, catching swarms and putting them into human-created nest
sites like straw skeps, logs, even holes in walls is likely how honey bees were initially domesticated
(Crane, 2009). Swarming is therefore a key behaviour in relation to their status as a partially
domesticated animals at the same time it is a reason why they can never be fully owned by humans.
Another marked difference with most other domesticated animals in Canada and the US is
that honey bees leave the home provided for them by humans and travel wherever they want in
search of food and water, and while they forage they are not under the control of their beekeeper
or any other human. Indeed, the benefits provided by honey bees to humans, and the very reasons
why humans sought to domesticate them, requires that bees forage freely and there is no feasible
way to stop this behaviour. Yet while the foraging behaviour of honey bees can be seen to be very

42

beneficial, not only in terms of the production of honey but in pollinating many plants, it also can
cause entanglements with native bee advocates and some scientists as I will discuss in detail in
chapter 6.
Commercial beekeeping is therefore a contradictory activity under capitalism, because
honey bees, while technically owned by their beekeeper, are never fully ownable. They may be
purchased and sold, as well as themselves producing commodities, but they also disrupt human
attempts to commoditize their bodies and their work and there is no real way to overcome this
barrier to their complete domestication and deeper commodification. Bees must be free to come
and go as they please in order to pollinate flowers and gather nectar for honey. These distinctive
behaviours and relations presents some significant questions for animal liberation theorizing, as
the implications are not straightforward. What does liberation entail for an animal species that is
partly domesticated and is deeply embedded in industrial agriculture and yet allowed to exercise
considerable agency and regularly capable of going feral? Instead of being excluded from animal
liberation theories, I believe that including bees (and other insects) in ethical deliberations can help
humans understand how to respect the agency and autonomy of all animals we live with and
among.

2.8 Ecological approaches to the crisis of capitalism
Concerns about loss of biodiversity and an increase in human and other-than-human
suffering in the face of the climate breakdown and countless other ecological problems has
contributed to increasing debates about the human relationship with nature, which are strongly
contested not only among academics, but also activists and everyday people. These big debates
also infuse more specific ones about human-nature relations in smaller spaces, and the appropriate
mix of non-human species. For instance, during the course of my fieldwork, particularly the work
in Toronto, I quickly realized that there was a contentious debate among bee advocates about
whether honey bees belong in urban landscapes, with hobbyist beekeepers advocating for their
beneficial role in urban landscapes while some prominent scientists who focus on native bees were
arguing that the only place that honey bees belong in North America is in the monocultured
landscapes of industrial agriculture (Colla & MacIvor, 2016). While this might seem like a very
specific debate, in order to return to it as I do in this dissertation, it is helpful to step back and
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consider three prominent philosophical and political disputes about the role of humans within
ecological lifeworlds in relation to pressing conservation challenges.
The first position that is prominent among some environmentalists (especially those who
describe themselves as conservationists) is that a portion of the Earth should be re-wilded or
restored to relatively natural ecosystems, with very limited human impact or presence allowed
across large areas. In this view, the remaining parts of the non-wild Earth should be a site of
intensive human activities, including agriculture and settlements, so that humans do not encroach
on the wild areas. Perhaps the most famous advocate of this case is E.O. Wilson (2017), who
posited that, in the face of loss of biodiversity, half of the world should be protected for biodiversity
(a target that would require much re-wilding) while the other half should continue to be farmed
and otherwise acted upon by people. His argument is essentially that humans will be capable of
surviving on the non-wilded half of the world through high-tech innovations, some of which he
concedes have yet to be invented (Wilson, 2017). Although this view is not practiced by any
nation-state, this general outlook is highly influential among many conservation biologists,
including those involved in restoration ecology, pollination ecology, and entomology. I suspect
that many applied scientists involved in conservation hold a modified version of this view, as well
as accepting as a general assumption that there should be a sharp division between human spaces
and wild spaces and that land should be set aside that is free from human interference. Within the
sub-disciplines of restoration ecology and invasion biology, there is a tendency to focus on efforts
to restore ecosystems to times before intensive human activity appeared in a given area, in part by
eradicating invasive and non-native species of plants and animals. Some practitioners go so far as
to strive to restore ‘pristine’ wild spaces, though it is important to recognize that these views are
not shared by all ecologists, and there are also long-standing debates about where to draw the
timeline (i.e. restoring to what point?), what to do with invasive species (especially seemingly
benign ones that don’t appear to have adverse effects on the survival of native ones), and how to
view humans within nature (Cassini, 2020; Crowley et al., 2017; Pinnegar & Engelhard, 2007).
A second, and radically different position is held by some conservation scientists, which
sees human-created landscapes in a far more positive light, interpreting human intervention as
inevitable and part of our co-evolution with other non-human species (Marris, 2011). Advocates
of this position make important critiques of the half-Earth theory, including arguing against the
advocacy of establishing expanded areas of ‘untouched’ pristine wilderness, which they see as not
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only overly romantic but also reflecting a colonial mindset and threatening further colonialism in
the name of conservation. Marris (2011) argues that humans have so thoroughly disrupted the earth
that it is better to think of the earth as a garden, albeit a garden in which a certain amount of nonhuman agency and autonomy is tolerated. In making this argument, she draws on scientists who
advocate for the creation (or at the very least acceptance) of novel or hybrid ecosystems that are
geared to mimic healthy ecosystems, as well as to assist the migration of some species and help to
mitigate and adapt to climate change. While I think there are certain valuable insights here, I also
believe that Marris (2011) and some of the scientists she draws from significantly downplay
climate change and the mass defaunation the world is undergoing, such that it can almost appear
as just another ‘natural’ ecosystem change. The novel ecosystems perspective tends to be critical
of attempts to restore natural ecosystems through the eradication of non-native species and of the
expulsion of humans from landscapes, but does so without an accompanying critique of the ways
in which colonialism and capitalism devastated ecological lifeworlds. It is also important to note
that some rambunctious gardeners, as Marris (2011) calls them, tend to align with those technooptimists who are willing to accept that almost everything humans do to the environment as
‘natural’ and acceptable and seek to find new and technologically sophisticated ways to engineer
non-human nature.
A third position that is often counterposed against the preceding two is commonly referred
to as ecomodernism, though the contrast is not straightforward and it overlaps in some ways with
both. Ecomodernists essentially argue that with high-tech ingenuity, human societies have the
potential to solve most or all of the ecological problems we now face. The Ecomodernist Manifesto
was written by several scholars in an attempt to outline the core tenets of this outlook, and it clearly
reflects a strong sense of optimism about what technology can do:
A good Anthropocene demands that humans use their growing social, economic, and
technological powers to make life better for people, stabilize the climate, and protect the
natural world….Intensifying many human activities — particularly farming, energy
extraction, forestry, and settlement — so that they use less land and interfere less with the
natural world is the key to decoupling human development from environmental impacts.
These socioeconomic and technological processes are central to economic modernization
and environmental protection. Together they allow people to mitigate climate change, to
spare nature, and to alleviate global poverty… Urbanization, agricultural intensification,
nuclear power, aquaculture, and desalination are all processes with a demonstrated
potential to reduce human demands on the environment, allowing more room for nonhuman species” (Asafu-Adjaye et al., 2015).
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In this view, those other-than-human species that can survive within intensively occupied human
spaces like cities and agricultural landscapes are resilient and should be encouraged to thrive in
uncertain futures of climate breakdown. Some ecomodernists go so far as to see non-human nature
as only important if it can serve a function to humans, and many are explicitly interested in
monetizing non-human natures as a strategy for survival. However, ecomodernism is not an
entirely unified framework, and some advocates align with restoration ecologists in calling for
large parts of the world to be re-wilded (often with far less than Wilson’s half earth scenario) with
humans removed from large natural areas. Researchers involved in the Breakthrough Institute are
prominent advocates of this position, and they have argued against small-scale organic agriculture
and for the forced removal of people – including Indigenous people and small farmers – from large
areas of land in order to intensify production there. Although this case for the creation of hightech, urban human societies fed by large-scale, technologically sophisticated agriculture is often
critiqued by conservationists, elements of it can potentially align with the case for large-scale rewilding set out by Wilson and others.
At the core of these three diverging positions on human-nature relations are extremely
different interpretations about the essence of our species. In the Half-Earth position, humans are
defined as inherently destructive of biodiversity, which is why they have to be removed from vast
areas (Wilson, 2017). Wilson (2017) puts this plainly in the prologue to his book Half-Earth:
“What is man? Storyteller, mythmaker, and destroyer of the living world.” Many conservation
biologists shared this essentially negative conception of humans, and have argued for the removal
of people from wild and re-wilded landscapes, including Indigenous people and peasant farmers.
This is also partly reflected in the increasing militarization of parks and nature reserves in the
Global South, representing a new sort of neocolonial violence (Kamau & Sluyter, 2019; Duffy et
al., 2019). The ecomodernist view starts from a generally positive view of humanity, although at
the same time it can lead to the violent disregard for the livelihoods and autonomy of rural people.
To address biodiversity loss and defaunation, proponents of ecomodernism often argue for the
need to drive rural people off land to make way for more ‘efficient’ land uses (Schellenberger,
2017). For those who see the earth as a ‘rambunctious garden’, humans tend to be viewed as
playing a positive role in creating novel or regenerative ecosystems and there is more optimism
about humanity’s relationship with other-than-humans.
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In spite of these marked differences, all three positions generally converge in their views
of the industrial agricultural system as something that is necessary. For ecomodernists, this is not
only necessary but desirable, as they promote the idea that high-tech, capital-intensive food
systems will be the only way to feed a world with a projected population of 9 billion or more in a
future of climate breakdown (Blaustein-Rejto, 2018). While some conservation scientists share
this positive view of industrial agriculture, others see it as a reluctant trade-off, essentially as
sacrifice zones that must be highly productive in order to save space for the wild (Wilson, 2017).
From this vantage, cities are sometimes seen as being more hopeful sites of ecological restoration
than is the case with agricultural landscapes, even amidst the much greater intensity of human
settlement. The rambunctious garden concept contains possibly the most heterogenous set of
perspectives, generally celebrating human innovation and technology amid a mostly positive view
of the various ways humans change to ecological lifeworlds, including through agriculture.
A central factor that allows these three different positions to converge with respect to
industrial agriculture is that they generally lack a critique of capitalism, and some theorists within
all three frameworks in fact explicitly seek to find ways to lower ecological destruction while
retaining capitalist growth9. All three positions also rely on capitalist mechanisms like ecotourism
to help finance conservation nature such as ecotourism; for instance, Wilson (2017) specifically
notes how ecotourism by global elites could be a key way to fund the expanded human-less wild
and re-wilded protected areas. While ecomodernism is an explicitly pro-capitalist position,
capitalism is more in the background of the other two positions with advocates rarely taking an
anti-capitalism perspective. Whether explicitly championing capitalism or implicitly assuming it
will continue, all three positions promote the harmful perspective that capitalist growth and
ecological destruction can be decoupled. While some conservation scientists try to present their
views as being non-ideological or outside the political fray, Wilson (2016) goes so far as to
celebrate the “free-market system” and how “it is increasingly shaped by high technology,”
suggesting that this can play a crucial part in rewilding half the Earth because “the products that
win are those that cost less to manufacture and advertise, need less frequent repair and replacement,
and give highest performance with a minimum amount of energy.”
9

There are some outliers, including Vettese and Pendergrass (forthcoming) and Bastani (2019), who present a
socialist versions of ecomodernism and radical re-wilding. Within the concept of rambunctious gardens, there are
several strands of thought, of which some could conceivably be anti-capitalist though much of it, like Marris (2011)
is not.
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I do not believe that a system geared towards endless growth and capital accumulation can
be reconciled with any hope of arresting the biodiversity crisis, and am aligned with those activists
and scholars who argue that capitalism and colonialism must be confronted in order to create a
world that is both socially just and ecologically regenerative (Malm, 2016, 2018; Klein, 2014;
Moore, 2005; Patel & Moore, 2015; Simpson, 2017; Coulthard ,2014; Federici ,2019; Collard et
al., 2015; Holloway, 2010). Although anti-capitalist environmentalism entails heterogeneous
political perspectives, it is bound together by a view that only a relatively small group of humans
is truly benefitting from environmental destruction, at the expense of the vast majority and of our
species survival in the long-term. Many advocates of anti-capitalist environmentalism contend that
the ecological devastation caused by the capitalist system is inextricably intertwined with white
supremacy, colonialism, heteropatriarchy, and class exploitation. Environmentalism, from this
broad stance, tends to be far too narrowly defined, and must instead be approached from an antisystemic perspective that connects environmental struggles to class struggles whereby people
attempt to stop the ruling class in its never-ending push to accumulate capital and maximise profit
and wealth.
An important way to fight the destruction wrought by capitalism is to understand and
communicate how it actually manufactures scarcity. In ‘A Manifesto for Abundant Futures’,
Collard et al. (2015, 327) point to the need to “ally ourselves with …strategies to produce
abundance” while at the same time directly confronting the ruins and violence caused by
colonialism and capitalism, noting that “to recall this violence is neither nostalgic nor anachronistic
but central to understanding that any intervention today is unavoidably linked to processes of
imperial ruination.” They call for the pursuit of a sort of abundance that includes an intention to
act pluriversally instead of universally, which entails supporting “already existing worlding
practices that enact worlds different from those produced by European imperialism and settler
colonialism.” It also includes supporting Indigenous sovereignty struggles as well as a resurgence
of Indigenous political thought and alternative forms of governance.
Further, the vision of abundance Collard et al. (2015, 328) set out also call for the
recognition of animal autonomy, explaining that they take autonomy to “mean the fullest
expression of animal life, including capacity for movement, for social and familial association,
and for work and play,” while stressing that they “are not advocating a return to conservation's old
misanthropy but an orientation in which wildness is understood relationally, not as the absence of
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humans but as interrelations within which animals have autonomy.” The conception of abundance
set out by Collard et al. (2015) serves as a guide for my intervention into ecological debates about
the possible relations between people, agriculture, bees in the socio-ecological life-worlds of cities.
I draw directly on this conception with my argument that landscapes of abundance that promote
multispecies flourishing can be nurtured, even in the ruins of capitalist cities and – even at modest
scales like gardens – these can act as insights, experiments, and models for moving beyond
ecologically impoverished urban spaces.

2.9 Conclusion
The relations between humans and bees might seem to be, on the surface, relatively simple
and even mutually reciprocal. Bees pollinate the food we like to eat, and we plant certain flowers
and foster habitats that benefit some bee species. Beekeepers give honey bees homes and protect
them against pests and in exchange honey bees provide people with honey and wax. One of the
central things I have sought to show in this chapter is that human and bee relations are far from
straightforward, and rather are full of complexity. There are intense debates about: what sorts of
environments and species belong in cities; how urban spaces should look and be used (and who
has access); and the place of agriculture and wild spaces in cities, in a time when large shares of
rural landscapes have essentially become biological sacrifice zones due to monoculture cropping
and intense pesticide use. Yet there is also much to feel hopeful about when we examine human
and bee relations closely, as these relations can bring about feelings of delight, awe, and joy in
people, and may allow glimpses into how spaces of multispecies flourishing and abundance can
be created and nurtured.
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3. Methodology
3.1. Selecting Case Study Sites: Why London and Toronto
This dissertation centres on a multi-sited ethnography about the entangled, embodied
relationship between people and urban bees, including both wild and managed species. The
fieldwork included a variety of ethnographic methods: participant observation, semi-structured
interviews, and ‘walking while talking’ backyard tours, and this variety allowed me to triangulate
my findings and arrive at a comprehensive understanding of the urban bee advocacy landscape in
London and Toronto. I completed my fieldwork between April 2018 and April 2019, a time frame
that was designed to allow me to cover one full beekeeping and gardening season, with the
participant observation and backyard tours occurring during the seasons when the sites were active,
and some interviews conducted over the winter.
I conducted participant observation at two principal types of sites: publicly accessible sites
with onsite apiaries (1 in London; 4 in Toronto) and public (or privately-held but open to the
public) sites that contain diversified gardens (2 in London; 2 in Toronto). Between April to October
2018, the period these sites are active, I conducted participant observation on a regular basis,
roughly five times a month for each site. As much as possible, I tried to seek out sites that represent
a diversity of urban neighbourhoods, including projects in both urban and suburban sites and sites
that are located in economically and ethnically diverse neighbourhoods. Although these sites are
generally open to the public, there are informal and formal leaders who were de facto gatekeepers
and acted as my key informants in the beginning stages of my ethnography.
In total, I engaged in approximately 500 hours of active participant observation work, most
of which occurred between May and October 2018. Table 3.1 provides a rough indication of the
total amount of time I spent in various aspects of participant observation and voluntarism, based
on time-logs I kept. In addition to my fieldwork in London and Toronto, I also pursued other
supplementary ethnographic work at pollinator-related events and conferences such as Ontario
Beekeeping Association conferences, Pollination Guelph’s annual gathering, and Bee City
Canada’s provincial convergence.
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Table 3.1.
Participant Observation Hours & Tasks

Organization

Principal Tasks

Estimated
time invested
Toronto
Beekeepers Participating in hive checks; attending 120 hours
Collective
meetings, including of working groups;
attending outreach events.
London Urban Beekeepers Participating in hive checks; attending 100 hours
Collective
meetings; acting as chair of the collective
(answering emails, initiating conversations
about membership and governance).
Milky Way Garden
Weeding the garden; harvesting; watering
60 hours
Black Creek Community Weeding; helping at special events
20 hours
Farm
Urban Toronto Beekeeping Attending meetings and special events
20 hours
Association
Bee-related conferences and Attending events; participating in discussions 100 hours
events, Ontario-wide
Pollinator Pathway Project, Helping to install and maintain gardens; 40 hours
London
ordering and planting seeds and plants.
Urban
Sustainable Attending and actively participating in 60 hours
Beekeeping Course, Toronto

workshops

I interviewed a total of 61 participants, most in one-to-one conversations, although a
minority (11 in total) wanted to be interviewed with the people they kept bees or gardened with in
pairs or small groups. Most of the interviews were just over one hour in length, with the shortest
being 34 minutes and the longest being almost two hours. Table 3.2 presents a broad categorization
of my research participants, along with the two main interview structures I utilized, although it is
important to point out that these categories were not always clear and straightforward. For
example, I intended to interview some ‘professional’ participants in a semi-structured format, but
some indicated that they would prefer to do ‘walking while talking’ interviews of their gardens
instead. It was also sometimes quite difficult to determine precisely who is an expert and who is
not, as many hobbyists have a tremendous amount of knowledge. I started my research with a
working definition of ‘expert’ as someone whose livelihood involves advocacy for bees or
beekeeping, but quickly found that it is much blurrier than this. For instance, many small-scale
beekeepers make part of their livelihood from beekeeping but also have other livelihood streams.
Some people who are clearly experts in gardening and/or beekeeping did not have it as their
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livelihood although it is a central focus in their life. As a result, I moved away from the term
‘expert’ and instead settled on ‘professional’, which I think is more accurate though still imperfect.
Ultimately, people are complex and multifaceted, and I have a degree of uneasiness putting them
into bounded, static categories, though nevertheless believe that these broad groups still have some
value in illuminating the sorts of people I spoke with and the social dynamics of the conversations
as I had.

Table 3.2.
Research Interviews

PROFESSIONAL
INTERVIEWS
Scientists

Semistructured
interviews
2

Backyard
tours

Total

Participants Notes

2

4

1 – entomologist
2 - pollination biologists
1 – ecologist
2 – London
1 – Toronto
2 – Hamilton (mentors to TBC)
3 – BCCF
1 – Greenest City
2 – Bee City Canada
1 – David Suzuki Foundation
1 – Environmental Author
2 – Environment Hamilton

Commercial, Urban 5
Beekeepers

5

Staff of Urban 10
Agriculture
or
Environmental
Advocacy
Organizations

10

Professional
Interview total
HOBBYIST
BEEKEEPERS
AND
GARDENERS*
Hobbyist
Beekeepers

19

Gardeners

Semistructured
interviews

Backyard
tours

Total

Participants Notes

24

2

26

10

6

16

5 – LUBC members
9 – TBC members
12 – Independent
8 – primarily home gardeners
8 – primarily community
gardeners

Hobbyist Beekeeper
and Gardener Total
TOTAL
51

42
10

Note: many of the beekeepers are also gardeners, and the categorization here reflects their primary focus and/or the
primary topic of our conversation.
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3.1.1. Being a known researcher and reflexivity
I pursued this research as a known researcher and an active participant. In London, I am an
active member of the urban beekeeping and urban agriculture community, and in Toronto, I had
previously conducted research in HOPE garden (for my M.A. thesis), which is run by Greenest
City, the organization that supports the Milky Way garden, and I had also previously met the
executive director (E.D.) of Greenest City at an urban agriculture conference (as presenters in the
same session). I believe that being a ‘known’ researcher – in the sense that most participants either
previously knew I am a gardener, a small-scale beekeeper, and an urban agriculture advocate or
quickly found out in the course of our interactions – affected the interactions I observed in a mostly
positive light, helping me gain acceptance and trust as an ‘insider’. The fact that I was not only an
‘insider’ but widely perceived as a leader within the London urban agriculture and beekeeping
communities brought some opportunities (including enhancing my access to participants) but it
also led to some complications.
I practice gentle, organic beekeeping, as do some but not all of my participants, and for my
research to be successful I found that it was important for me to be nonjudgmental and open when
working closely with urban beekeepers who engage in other practices such as routinely feeding
sugar syrup, using miticides, and prophylactically using antibiotics. During the in-depth and
immersive interviews in particular I needed to engage in bracketing and to practice on-going
reflexivity so that my own experiences, opinions, and knowledges did not affect my ability to
understand my research participants perspectives. Another way that being a known researcher
affected the interview process is that sometimes London participants referred to me as their source
for information about gardening and/or bees. I also suspected there might have been a few times
when people could have been giving me the answers they thought were ‘correct’ or that they
thought I wanted to hear, instead of their true responses.
However, my role as ‘insider’ goes deeper and is perhaps more complicated than
described above. I am not only a participant in some of the communities with whom I conducted
research, I am an activist within broader social movements to which those communities are linked.
Instead of being a scholar who sometimes engages in activism, I see myself first and foremost as
an activist who values scholarship and seeks to pursue rigorous research without ever losing my
footing in social movements. In order to help navigate my research from this position, I drew from
the research of geographer Paul Chatterton (2010; 2013; 2015) who has conducted a significant
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amount of academic research on a community housing project called LILAC that he helped to
create, lives in, and advocates for. Chatterton’s scholar-activist research provides a model for
acknowledging the challenges of scholar-activism while also highlighting the value of known,
insider, and activist researchers. Although research conducted by scholar-activists may be
considered biased by some, I believe that all researchers have political bias – whether they openly
acknowledge it or not – as well as bias related their positionality within capitalism especially
regarding systems of oppression based on class, gender, sexuality, race, and ethnicity. Because
scholar-activists tend to be more open about their political allegiances and perspectives, this tends
to lead to greater transparency in their research analysis. Furthermore, being guided by a clear
political framework can lead to an analysis that is clearer, more consistent, and more easily
applicable to the actually existing world with all its complexity and contradictions.

3.1.2. The value of comparison
As I indicated in chapter 1, I selected London and Toronto as my case study sites partly
due to personal circumstances and partly because of the conditions, social movements, and
governance pertaining to bees, beekeeping and gardening. Both cities contain active beekeeping
and/or gardening organizations and communities with some similarities in terms of provincial
legislation but also some significant differences with respect to municipal regulatory approaches
to both managed and wild bees. Backyard beekeeping is officially prohibited in both London and
Toronto by the Ontario Bees Act, which is enforced by OMAFRA. However, both cities are in the
process of reworking policies that relate directly to the health of urban pollinators. In 2016-17, the
city of London engaged in a collaborative process to create an Urban Agriculture Strategy, which
was ratified by city council in spring 2018, apart from the section about creating a backyard
chicken pilot project in the city. While this rejection of backyard chickens by council might not
appear to directly bear on urban beekeeping in London, it does indicate that the presence of
domesticated farm animals in London is a far more contentious and controversial issue than the
presence of vegetable gardens and farms, fruit orchards, and other edible landscapes. It might also
prove further relevant if the revised Ontario Bees Act allows municipalities, rather than OMAFRA,
to form their own policy and bylaws on urban beekeeping.
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The city of Toronto crafted a Pollinator Protection Strategy (City of Toronto, 2018) which
was ratified by Toronto City Council in 2018 (City of Toronto, n.d)10. The PPS was written by
members of the Pollination Advisory Group, who worked with city staff from various departments,
and it outlines guiding principles, six priorities, and 30 action steps that the city of Toronto, as well
as residents can take to ensure the health of native pollinators. The PPS is particularly relevant for
my research because it focuses exclusively on wild, native bees, highlighting differences between
honey bees and native bees and explicitly identifying honey bees as potential threats to native bees.
Some of the literature surrounding its dissemination has also identified urban honey bees as a threat
to urban native, wild bees. This document provides some insight into what policy direction the city
of Toronto may head if the Ontario Bees Act allows municipalities to determine rules about urban
beekeeping, suggesting that “that in urban centres where habitat is limited, the introduction of
non-native bees (such as honey bees), may negatively impact native pollinators” (my emphasis,
City of Toronto, 2018, 9). This is an important subject that I return to in chapter 6.
The differences in geographical size and population between London and Toronto also
adds to the comparative value of my research. London is the tenth largest city in Canada with a
population of 360 000 while Toronto is Canada’s largest city with a population of 2 731 571
(Statistics Canada, n.d.) which could offer some insights into how scale may affect beekeeping
and gardening practices, urban-based social movements, and the enforcement of bylaws and
regulations.

3.1.3. London organizations
In London, I conducted research primarily with members of the Pollinator Pathway Project
(P3) and the London Urban Beekeepers Collective (LUBC), both of which I have a strong
commitment to as a founding and active member. I also had some contact with members of the

10

In 2016, Toronto also became the first certified Bee City in Canada. Bee City Canada is a small non-governmental
organization that certifies cities, schools, and business as being bee-friendly through the completion of an
application that outlines past and present activities and pledges to engage in pollinator habitat creation and
community education. For cities to become Bee Cities, a resolution statement must be signed by the Mayor or other
official. While the certifying process can be an important organizing tool for pollinator advocates, in Toronto the
PPS has far more influence over city policy than its designation as a Bee City. Although the phenomena of cities
pursuing and achieving certification as Bee Cities was initially of interest to me, I felt it was more important to
examine the on-the-ground work being done by bee advocates regardless of if the cities were certified with Bee City
Canada. For this reason, I did not pursue in-depth fieldwork with Bee City Canada.
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Middlesex, Oxford, Essex Beekeepers’ Association (MOEBEEA) and gardeners involved with the
city-run community gardens.

The Pollinator Pathway Project
The Pollinator Pathway Project (P3) began in the spring of 2018 when seven people
(including myself) interested in urban pollinator health came together to discuss creating a
grassroots initiative to promote the creation of pollinator gardens on public and residential land.
Our central practical goals were to find sites and funding to establish highly visible pollinator
gardens and produce literature about pollinator health. This was motivated by the more general
goal of promoting pathways of pollinator-friendly flowers and habitat as a way to counter habitat
and forage fragmentation, which are particularly harmful for native bees. In addition to participant
observation at P3 sites, I conducted interviews with two other P3 founding members.

London Urban Beekeepers Collective
I founded the London Urban Beekeepers Collective (LUBC) in the winter of 2018 and have
chaired it since its inception. My central aim was to draw together a collective of people interested
in managing shared honey bees hives and advocating for pollinator health in the city of London,
and in 2018 we received seed funding from the city of London though the Neighbourhood
Decision-making Process, which helped us to begin our apiary with two hives located at Boler
mountain (a not-for-profit outdoor adventure park close to where I live)11. I interviewed five LUBC
members and engaged in a range of participant observation related to its activities.

3.1.4. Toronto organizations
In Toronto, I worked closely with the Toronto Beekeepers Collective (TBC), the Urban
Toronto Beekeepers’ Association (UTBA), Black Creek Community Farm, and the Milky Way
Garden. I also participated as both a student and researcher in the Sustainable Urban Beekeeping
Certificate Program at Humber College.

11

For the first few decades of its existence, Boler Mountain was primarily a downhill ski hill. In the last few years,
partly due to increasingly erratic winter weather associated with climate change, they have expanded their activities
outside of winter to include a treetop ropes course, ziplining, a special events venue, beach volleyball, and mountain
biking. It was targeted as a site because it contains a significant amount of land and forests.
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Toronto Beekeepers Collective
The TBC began in 2002 and is affiliated with Foodshare, a nonprofit food security agency
located in Toronto. The TBC functions cooperatively in terms of its decision-making processes
and the expectation of volunteer labour at its sites. TBC currently caps its membership at 40
members and employs two part-time beekeepers, Dan Douma and Luc Peters of Humble Bee, a
Hamilton-based beekeeping business, whose role is to act as mentors, professionals, and generally
guide the beekeeping activity of the TBC. During the 2018 beekeeping season, the TBC had four
apiaries throughout the city of Toronto at Black Creek Community Farm, Downsview Park, the
Ontario Science Centre, and the Fairmont Royal York Hotel. I participated in the TBC as any
member would, including attending membership meetings, joining a committee, and participating
in hive checks and other collective activities. For my research, I interviewed 9 TBC members and
both of the hired beekeepers from Humble Bee.

Urban Toronto Beekeeping Association (UTBA)
In general, beekeeping associations serve as networking and support groups for beekeepers
and exists in most regions in Ontario where beekeeping is found, and differ from beekeeping
collectives in that association members are individual beekeepers who manage their own hives.
The UTBA is like other beekeeping associations in that it brings individual beekeepers (as well as
some other interested and supportive people) together to discuss issues concerning the health of
bees and the practice of beekeeping. However, the fact that UTBA members live in central Toronto
makes it somewhat unique from other beekeeping associations across Ontario, which
predominantly have rural memberships.

Black Creek Community Farm
The Black Creek Community Farm (BCCF) is a non-profit farm located in the Jane-Finch
neighbourhood of Toronto, on 4 acres of land (about 2 of which are actively farmed) that are leased
from the Toronto Regional Conservation Authority (TRCA). The BCCF operates a communitysupported agriculture program as well as weekly farmgate sales of produce that is grown there. In
addition to the CSA and farmgate sales, the BCCF offers a wide variety of community
programming to residents of the surrounding neighbourhood. One of the TBC’s apiaries is located
at the BCCF and I spent time there as a TBC member as well as doing some additional volunteer
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work in the market gardens. I interviewed three staff members of the BCCF, including both of the
farmers.

Milky Way Garden
The Milky Way Garden is a communal space that is controlled by the Parkdale
Neighbourhood Land Trust and supported by Greenest City, a small non-governmental
organization. The primary people who use the Milky Way Garden come from an ESL class. My
participant observation at this site did not directly deal with bees, as there were no onsite honey
bee hives, but I identified this as a valuable opportunity for me to observe a space that I perceive
as having a high potential for multispecies flourishing. Here, my primary aim was to understand
the meaning that the garden holds for both the garden participants and the surrounding community
more generally, and I interviewed the Executive Director of Greenest City, the ESL teacher, and
four gardeners.

Urban Sustainable Beekeeping Certificate Program (Humber College)
The Urban Sustainable Beekeeping Certificate Program at Humber College is a continuing
education program offered at the Humber Arboretum. It was created and is taught by beekeepers
Fran Freeman and John Coffman and includes a series of one-day courses about beekeeping as
well as monthly hive visits during the active beekeeping season. The beekeeping approach
promoted in the program is gentle beekeeping using organic practices. I enrolled in the program
as a student and completed the certificate, as well as conducting participant observation and
interviewing Fran Freeman (the primary teacher) and four other students.

3.2. Research Approach and Participants
3.2.1. Contributing to organizations and the value of participant observation
As indicated, I sought to observe and understand the key spaces I had selected not as a
passive observer but through being very actively engaged in them. In the course of carefully
observing human and human-bee dynamics, I engaged in a wide variety of activities including:
conducting hive checks; helping with colony splits; applying treatments of oxalic acid (for honey
bees); catching swarms; extracting honey and other ‘products of the hive’; pulling weeds;
harvesting produce; planting seedlings and seeds and other activities to foster bee habitat; giving
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informal talks; organizing events; and attending meetings. I recorded my experiences of these
activities in journals on an ongoing basis and also took many pictures, always with the consent of
key stakeholders (which are featured prominently in chapters 4-7). In addition to being a valuable
part of the research process, and my triangulation of interview data, these activities and the
interactions they afforded helped me to meet and recruit many of my interviewees. Although I sent
recruitment emails and social media posts for the interviews, many people were more willing to
meet with me for an interview after meeting me in person and I was able to build a certain level of
trust and camaraderie. This was especially true for urban hobbyist beekeepers, many of whom feel
nervous about violating the 30 m rule and/or being unregistered (some hobbyist beekeepers do not
register their hives with OMAFRA because they cannot comply with the 30 m rule, and through
they see it as a problematic law which they do not mind breaking in principle they are
understandably cautious on a practical level). If a complaint was made to OMAFRA about
violating the setback rule, they would be required to move their bee hives, which for some could
result in the loss of their bees.
There was also a payoff for my participation with the staff of Black Creek Community
Farm and staff/gardeners of Milky Way community garden in terms of enhanced access for
qualitative interviews and interpersonal dynamics. Both of these initiatives have arguably been
over-studied by researchers interested in urban agriculture, so that there is a level of research
fatigue, and I got a sense that some key participants were initially wary of giving further time and
energy to interviews and that these attitudes began to change as they saw me investing my own
time in useful work. The NMREB approval letter for this research is located in Appendix 1.

3.2.2. Professional interviews
I selectively sampled 19 professional participants who I targeted based on their specific
expertise and/or roles, and conducted semi-structured interviews with a guide located in Appendix
3. While the format was relatively consistent and formal for most of these interviews, two of the
scientists requested to do the more immersive and open backyard tours discussed below, where
the interview dynamic can feel more relaxed and casual. The expert participants were given the
right to confidentiality or the option of having their real names and titles used in the dissertation,
along with the potential risks and benefits and right to withdraw at any time or refuse to answer
any questions (the NMREB permission forms for this research is located in Appendix 2).

59

3.2.3. Hobbyist Beekeepers and gardeners
I conducted semi-structured interviews with 42 participants who were purposively sampled
based on their actively engaged in urban beekeeping and/or urban gardening communities. My
main guideline here was to select knowledgeable and dedicated beekeepers and gardeners who
recognize these activities (however much they might enjoy them on an individual level) to have
some part to play in improving the health of pollinator populations. Of this group of participants,
12 were hobbyist beekeepers with their own hives, 14 were beekeepers with the beekeeping
collectives (of these, 3 had their own hives as well), and 16 were gardeners only. I recruited these
participants in 3 principal ways: first, through direct interactions resulting from my participation
in key organizations and various spaces; second, through a snowball approach where participants
helped me identify other good people to speak with; and third, through a recruitment letter to the
Facebook groups or email lists of the organizations I interacted with. My interviews with this
group were semi-structured using an interview guide with prompts (located in Appendix 4), and
primarily took place in neighbourhood coffee shops (the most common site) and public parks, with
some connected to ‘walking while talking’ backyard tours discussed in the follow section. All
quotes from this group are anonymized using pseudonyms.
Initially I had planned to interview another group of participants who express feeling
uncomfortable living in close proximity to bees or spending time among them, who I had
tentatively labelled ‘bee skeptics’. However, I quickly learned in the early stages of my research
that those people are either few and far between or extremely difficult to identify – I suspect mostly
the former. I think that it is safe to assume that honey bees are generally perceived in a positive
light, especially since the rising attention from the Colony Collapse Disorder (CCD) scare
beginning in 2006, and native bees have also begun to gain more attention in the media and popular
culture. I firmly believe that the large majority of people are interested in bees or, in the very least,
understand their importance to humans, if not within whole ecosystems, and those who are not are
too marginal to comprise a politically-significant constituency. This decision was further solidified
by the fact that most of the beekeepers I spoke to did not indicate negative interactions with
neighbours, family members, or the general public about their honey bees, although as indicated
above some nervousness prevails among unregistered backyard beekeepers who are in violation
of the 30 m rule and obviously do not want to be found out. In addition, when participants did
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describe contentious entanglements with neighbours they overwhelmingly center upon gardening
styles and yard aesthetics and not the presence of honey bees. As beekeeper and bee inspector Dan
Douma pointed out, there are very few complaints to OMAFRA about honey bee hives, and of
these there tends to be as many rural as urban complaints. He also noted that most honey bee
distance complaints involve neighbours who have other long-standing feuds that are unrelated to
honey bees. But rather than exploring generalized anti-bee sentiments, I did find – and choose to
focus a considerable amount of attention on – a different and very noteworthy conflict with respect
to urban honey bees, especially in the city of Toronto between some native bee advocates and
urban honey beekeepers. In order to follow this line of inquiry, I explicitly targeted some native
bee advocates who are openly opposed to the presence ‘invasive’ honey bees in cities to participate
in my research.
3.2.4. ‘Walking while talking’ Backyard tours
Wherever it was possible, I presented participants with the opportunity to give me a
‘walking while talking’ tour of their backyard as part of the interview, and 10 participants
(including 2 professionals) chose this option. These immersive interviews tended to follow the
structure of the semi-structured interviews in the first half and then took on an open conversational
format as the participants toured me around their garden and/or apiary, following the approaches
outlined by Anderson (2004) and Pitt (2015). The bees, other insects, and plants we encountered
while meandering in the spaces were used to spark and guide the conversation, with the aim of
gathering a more intimate understanding of the relationship that participants have with bees –
whether managed or wild – than could be achieved through a more structured, sit-down
conversation. Pitt (2015) suggests that a benefit of these types of immersive conversations is that
they can allow more-than-human natures to show themselves, to stimulate richer discussions, and
to potentially become more active participants in the conversation, and while some might suggest
that this notion of participation exaggerates agency, I found this strongly resonated with my
experience as bees and other more-than-human natures frequently directed the flow of our
conversations. Further, these backyard conversations tended to get more personal and emotional
as participants walked me around the spaces in which they co-created and expressed their deep
connections with pollinators. On multiple tours, participants showed me former and current
solitary bee nesting sites during our tour, and spotted specific species of bees and wasps that were
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particularly special to them. These tours also involved simply observing a variety of pollinators on
flowering plants, which relates to another element of my research design and what I see as an
ethnography that encompasses humans, honeybees, wild bees, and bee-friendly plants. The
interview guide for the open-ended interviews can be found in Appendix 5.

3.2.5 Research Participant Demographics
Most of my research participants were women (74%). While there may be more women
active in pollinator and native plant gardening than men, this gendered division is not reflective
of the larger beekeeping community. Although there is no definitive survey providing
demographic information on the beekeeping community in Canada in terms of sex and gender,
my experience at Ontario Beekeeping Association conferences and events suggests that there is
likely a slight majority of men involved in beekeeping overall, but which grows considerably as
commercial operations grow in scale. Both beekeeping collectives with whom I conducted
research had more women members than men, which may indicate that these collectives help to
make beekeeping more accessible to women, especially moms. The high number of women
participants in my study represents my participant-observation within the beekeeping collectives
in which women were the majority. It also possibly reflects the fact that in qualitative research
the positionality of the researcher is a tool of research, and it is likely that women struck up
friendly conversations with me more often than men, enabling me to ask them if they would be
interested in conducting a one-on-one interview.
The ages of my research participants varied greatly. The youngest participant was 18
years old and the oldest was 78 years old. Most participants were over the age of 30. I did not
collect demographic information on income, although I did ask about profession and
incorporated this information where relevant into my discussion in chapters 4 and 5. Although I
did not ask participants about ethnicity or racial identity, I did observe that there was more ethnic
and racial diversity among Toronto-based participants and more racial and ethnic diversity
among gardeners than beekeepers.

3.2.6. Data Collection and Management
The qualitative interviews were all audio-recorded with permission and I kept track of site
descriptions, observations, interactions, comments, and events from the participant observation
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through both consistent journaling and photography. I transcribed the interviews and used Nvivo
to manage and code the data. My method of coding involved a co-constitutive relationship between
the data and my theoretical framework, allowing nodes (or categories) to emerge from the data,
while at the same time looking for similarities, themes, and differences between these emergent
nodes and key concepts drawn from my theoretical perspectives discussed in chapter 2.
Through my reading of social reproductive theory and heterodox Marxist theory, I began
to notice the ways in which my participants discussed the sensuousness of beekeeping and
pollinator gardening. I added ‘sensuous human activity’ as a node and was able to see many
similarities between participants especially in the nodes I had previously called ‘feelings about
bees/gardens’ and ‘relationship to bees/garden’. I recalled, while reading the work of Ferguson
(2017) and Holloway (2010), that some of my participants had spoken about the playfulness and
creativity of beekeeping and pollinator gardening, contrasting this sharply with paid work and
unpaid household labour. I added the node ‘playful work’ and found that this way of discussing
these activities was a consistent theme in my interviews. The coding classification system that I
developed through this iterative process and used to analyze my data is found in Appendix 6.

3.3. Enriching qualitative research with non-human animals
There is an emerging body of research in the social sciences and humanities that is
interested in investigating the complex relationships between people and other-than-humans in
creative new ways, including scholars in disciplines such as human geography, anthropology,
sociology, cultural studies, and philosophy. One of the most exciting aspects of this research
involves expanding qualitative methodologies to enroll non-human animals and natures as
participants (Buller, 2015). The empirical research in this dissertation is based upon an
ethnographic approach that is both spatially bound, meaning grounded in a specific place, and
engaged with the sensuousness of everyday interactions with other-than-human species and their
worlds.
Most ethnographies involving non-human animals have been focused upon domesticated
non-human animals and charismatic megafauna (e.g. Mancini et al., 2012; Waters et al., 2018;
Maustad & Davis, 2013), but a few have taken this approach to explore a wider range of species,
from bees and slugs to ‘weeds’ and mushrooms (Ginn, 2013; Moore & Kosut, 2013; Tsing, 2015).
As Ogden et al. (2013, 6, 13, 16) argue, ethnographers who use this approach “take seriously the
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possibilities of encountering multiple natures through their ethnographic practice” and seek “to
understand the world as materially real, partially knowable, multicultured and multinatured,
magical, and emergent through the contingent relations of multiple beings and entities,” while also
approaching it as simply “a mode of wonder.” In this dissertation, I sought to conduct research
both about and with managed and wild bees, and people who interact with them and seek to foster
bee habitat.
Moore and Kosut (2013; 2014) provide important empirical inspiration for my research
project, as their research involved a multispecies ethnography of urban beekeeping in New York
City. They made a thoughtful and serious effort to engage in research that involves bees as
research participants by developing an ethics of ‘intraspecies mindfulness’ in their approach to
studying honey bees., which they describe as “a practice of speculation about non-human species
that strives to resist anthropomorphic reflections. It is an attempt at getting at, and with, another
species in order to move outside of our human selves – while also recognizing that both ‘human’
and ‘other’ are cultural constructions.” (Moore & Kosut, 2014, 520). They also clearly explain
what ‘intraspecies mindfulness’ meant in the course of their fieldwork:
In our practices with bees, we used our own sensory tools of seeing, hearing,
touching, tasting, and smelling bees – their bodies, their habitats, and their
products. Getting with the bee meant acquiring new modes of embodied attention
and awareness. Getting at the bee has also meant that we must confront the reality
that the human species is created, materially and semiotically, through
interconnectivity to bees. In this light, our fieldwork and analyses pay particular
attention to the everyday lives of the bee, attempting to decenter our human selves
in the process – to become more animal in our intra-actions with bees – becoming
with them instead of becoming as distinct from them (Moore & Kosut, 2014, 520)
I am inspired by the practice and broader ethics of intraspecies mindfulness, and sought
to take an ethnographic approach that was grounded in sensuous and spatial engagement with the
other-than-human world. As a spatially-grounded ethnographer, I focused on how people
encounter bees and other non-human natures in their everyday activities and how this allows for
the development of what Haraway (2008) calls ‘entangled lives’. The struggles of everyday life
transforms people, including in their encounters with other-than-humans. As Loftus (2012)
argues, nature and place are “figured, discovered, made sense of, challenged, constituted, [and]
refigured in the multi-sensuous and expressive context” (p. xii). Gardens vividly illuminate this
point. At a glance, gardening might appear to be a common practice involving a straightforward
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set of activities and tasks that vary based on whether the gardener is seeking to grow food, herbs,
or flowers. However, gardens can also be potent places to conduct ethnographies involving
nonhuman animals because they are also “precarious and relational achievements where plants,
insects, and wildlife shape and respond to varying levels of human care and involvement”
(Doody et al. 2014, p. 127).
Haraway (2008) describes the areas in which human and non-human lives become
entangled as contact zones wherein “subjects are constituted in and by their relations to one
another” (p. 216). Gardens and apiaries can be understood to be contact zones in which humans
learn how to co-create space with bees in ways that are simultaneously transformative of gardeners,
beekeepers, and bees, with those I describe as ‘pollinator people’ becoming deeply attentive to
the behaviours and interests of bees. One of the most important aspects of my research is to
understand the mutually beneficial relationships that can form between people, bees, and beefriendly plants, and how these can be sustained and ultimately improve the health of urban
environments. I am also inspired by how Moore and Kosut (2013; 2014) attempted to give agency
to honey bees in their fieldwork, as well as by other researchers who have explored ways to situate
both non-human animals and plants as research participants (Doody & Perkins, 2014; Poe et al.,
2014).
In this aspect of my research, I sought to gain new insights on is the lifecycle and
behaviours of managed and wild bees, wasps, and common plants including those that are typically
denigrated as ‘weeds’. In order to do this, I actively sought out education and training opportunities
about honey bees, native bees, native plant gardening, and pollinator gardening. However, the most
important aspect of my fieldwork with bees, other insects, and plants included sensuous
engagement with them in gardens and apiaries. At the most basic level, this involved a great deal
of time patiently observing and interacting with bees, wasps, and plants. I attempted to de-center
humans by paying attention to bees’ interactions with each other, other insect species, and the
plants from which they forage. While I recognize this process is inevitably limited to any human
observer, I nevertheless believe that the process of trying to think beyond oneself and one’s species
in these observations can bring the researcher closer to intraspecies mindfulness.
Throughout my fieldwork, I had regular and intimate contact with both managed and wild
bees, noting their behaviours, and attempting to understand their relationships with each other,
with humans, and with other non-human natures, and I sincerely believe that I got to know the
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bees in a multi-sensorial and entangled way. This occurred not only in my research sites but in my
own backyard and community garden. My fieldwork involved close observation of bees as they
foraged in various spaces, created nests, and guarded hives. It involved listening closely to the
pitch of their buzz and other sounds. My fieldwork with honey bees involved getting to know the
health and even the personality of the colonies, watching bees as they carried out the everyday
tasks that allowed their colony to flourish. I became accustomed to identifying a wide variety of
behaviours including behaviours they engage in to spread alarm pheromones throughout the
colony. With honey bees I felt the heat emanating from their hive during hive checks, I inhaled the
smells of wax and honey, and enjoyed, at times, tasting the honey. I also felt the sharp pain of their
sting on several occasions. Working with bees is a wondrous but also humbling experience and
my deep engagement led me to a new realization of the many things I had done wrong over my
years as a beekeeper, which I discuss in the context of honey bees as companions in chapter 4. I
spent many hours watching bees of all species as interacted with plants, which were not only
sources of food but, for some bees, places to sleep or to find cover during summer rain storms. I
paid close attention to the flowers that bees, especially native bees visited and which ones they
seem to avoid or reject. The bees taught me to become a better beekeeper and gardener as well as
a mindful researcher.
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4. Urban bees as companions: knowing honey bees
4.1. Introduction
This chapter explores the central findings from my participant observation with the Toronto
Beekeepers Collective (TBC) and the London Urban Beekeepers Collective (LUBC) together with
an analysis of the qualitative interviews conducted with 14 members of the TBC and LUBC and
12 individual beekeepers. As I indicated in chapter 3, I use pseudonyms for all participants except
for the expert participants for whom real names and titles are used (apart from a few who requested
anonymity). I also integrate my own experiences as a beekeeper into the discussion, including my
time spent observing and communing with the bees themselves, which started in 2013 when I
began my own hives with the purchase of two ‘nucs’, or nucleus colonies of honey bees (a ‘nuc’
is how most Canadian beekeepers purchase their bees, and includes a small box with four frames,
two with honey, two with brood, a mated queen and about 10000 worker bees12).
Originally, I considered calling this chapter ‘Urban bees as livestock’, because a central
subject that I explore is a common characterization given by advocates of native bees who are
critical of beekeeping, which is that honey bees are closer to livestock animals than they are to
their wild relatives. These wild native bee advocates argue that honey bees should not be subjects
of conservation and that the popular refrain ‘save the bees’ (which emerged in reference to honey
bees in the context of incidents of CCD) is not only inaccurate but is a form of “bee-washing”
(Westreich, 2020), by which they are implying that it serves to obscure the scale of honey bee
populations and the declines of wild native bees that needs urgent attention. I am willing to
partially concede this point that honey bees are close to livestock animals because, as I outlined in
chapter 2, they are fundamentally embedded in modern agricultural systems and were integrated
into the earliest forms of settled agriculture in the Middle East and parts of Asia (Crane, 1999).
Further, from my own experience as a beekeeper and hundreds of hours of participant observation
with beekeepers in the course of this research, I am well aware that they are highly managed by
humans, except for those colonies that go feral.
Yet at the same time as I am willing to make this partial concession, I believe that it is
inaccurate to characterize honey bees as ‘livestock’ in the context of hobbyist and small-scale
12

While nucs are much more common in Canada, in the US beekeepers commonly buy packages of bees, including
a mated queen and about 10000 worker bees, with no frames.
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beekeeping. In these relations, honey bees have an agency that vastly exceeds that of domesticated
livestock, even those animals on organic or small-scale integrated farms. Part of this relates to the
fact that, as I have stressed, while honey bees are highly managed by people, they sometimes go
feral and live as unmanaged ‘wild’ colonies. However, the problem with regarding honey bees as
livestock runs deeper than this. Most important to my research is the fact that hobbyist beekeepers
tend to consider themselves to be involved in meaningful relationships with honey bees in a way
that can have little to nothing to do with their products (whether these are consumed directly or
sold), which is something that cannot be said about livestock. While some urban hobbyist
beekeepers earn a modest amount of money from the products of the hive, hobbyists do not make
a living from their beekeeping work, and some are not even interested in collecting anything from
the hive or directly benefitting from the pollination work of bees. For those urban beekeepers
without any interest in the products of the hive, it is pursued solely because honey bees are viewed
as fascinating, interesting, and ‘delightful’ animals, and because they enjoy the conviviality of the
human communities associated with urban beekeeping. Whether some products of the hive are
collected or not, urban hobbyist beekeepers generally view their honey bees as companion species
who possess a considerable degree of agency: that is, they are seen as rightful co-creators of both
backyard and common spaces in the sense that they are transformative agents. As Haraway states,
“To knot companion and species together in encounter, in regard and respect, is to enter the world
of becoming with, where who and what are is precisely what is at stake” (2008, p. 19). My
participants consistently expressed that what mattered most to them about beekeeping was its
emotional, sensuous, and/or relational aspects. They consistently described seeing themselves as
being in an entangled relationship with bees in which they changed the bees and in which they
were changed. In this sense they are engaged in “becoming with” bees in an “entangled knot of
species co-shaping one another in layers of reciprocating complexity all the way down” (Haraway
2008, p 42). Over the course of my research, I came to see this aspect of beekeeping as something
that allows beekeepers to express or grow into parts of themselves that are generally discouraged
under capitalism, an emergence that helps them overcome at least part of the alienation to otherthan-humans that is so common in everyday urban life in North American cities and suburbs.
This chapter begins by drawing on my fieldwork to describe some of the most important
practices of hobbyist and small-scale beekeepers, which is a necessary foundation for some of the
material in this and subsequent chapters. I then make a case for why I believe that hobbyist and
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small-scale beekeeping represents a form of social reproductive labour that enables the people who
participate in it to form sensuous and embodied relationships with honey bees. The chapter
concludes with a discussion of urban beekeeping regulation in Ontario, which I leave for the end
because the problems posed by the current regulatory framework are better understood after I have
discussed the nature of urban beekeeping.

4.2. Urban Beekeeping
4.2.1. Distinguishing Hobbyist and Small-scale Beekeeping from Large-Scale Commercial
Beekeeping
The type of beekeeping that is most commonly practised by my participants lies outside
the realms of wage labour and entrepreneurial commodity production. Although it involves the
purchase of some commodities, in general the time and effort invested in the practices of
beekeeping can be considered part of a hobbyist beekeeper’s social reproductive labour, in that
they are engaged in an activity that (for most but not all) produces useful products for their
household, brings joy and delight into their lives, and involves immersion in (and ongoing building
of) convivial communities.
Hobbyist and small-scale beekeeping differ greatly from the large-scale commercial
beekeeping practised in rural areas which involves beekeepers and their employees travelling in
transport trucks with hundreds or even thousands of colonies of bees across vast areas to fulfill
pollination contracts for certain industrial monoculture crops (Cilia, 2019). In commercial
operations, beekeepers derive all or most of their livelihood from the combination of pollination
contracts and products of the hive. In both Canada and United States, a small number of
commercial beekeeping enterprises manage the great majority of honey bee colonies. In Canada,
approximately 20% of the country’s 7000 beekeepers manage 80% of all 600 000 honey bee
colonies, with the main commercially pollinated crops being canola, blueberries, and apples (CHC,
n.d.). In the U.S., the commercial beekeeping industry is one of the most migratory in the world,
with beekeepers criss-crossing the country in an annual circuit to pollinate crops such as almonds,
blueberries, cranberries, and other high value crops (Ellis et al., 2020).
In addition to the vast differences in the number of colonies, another fundamental way that
the majority of beekeepers differ from this large-scale commercial sector is that they are stationary.
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Urban hobbyist beekeepers do not generally move their colonies during a season or have
pollination contracts to fulfill, and usually only generate enough money to cover the costs of
beekeeping. In other words, the work involved might be a big part of their life in many ways, but
it is not something that they can rely on to earn income and get by in a capitalist society. Before I
develop this point on beekeeping as social reproductive labour in more detail, it is important to
discuss some of the common practices that urban hobbyist beekeeping entails, which is important
to understanding the relational, sensuous, and emotional aspects of beekeeping.
While there is no single way to define different classes of beekeepers, OMAFRA (2018)
uses a basic divide of 50 hives or more to identify commercial operations, with anyone managing
49 or fewer hives considered to be ‘small-scale’. However, this is unsatisfactory as it does not
distinguish between small-scale and large-scale commercial operations. Urban landscapes
inherently limit the scale and restrict the mobility of beekeeping, and help to foster some distinct
and common practices. Fifty hives seems like a lot to a non-beekeeper, but a widely accepted rule
of thumb within the beekeeping community is that one dedicated and knowledgeable person can
manage 400 hives on a full-time basis. For the purposes of this dissertation, I categorize
beekeeping into three basic groups: hobbyist beekeepers (those with 25 or less hives who derive
little to no income from beekeeping), small-scale bee-keepers (those with 200 or less hives, and
who derive some of their livelihood from beekeeping), and large-scale commercial beekeepers
(those who manage operations with more than 200 hives).13 Using this definition, most urban
beekeeping in Toronto and London (with the exception of Aveole, discussed in chapter 6) falls
into the hobbyist category, with some small-scale operations. In this research project, 75% of the
individual beekeepers (operating outside of the collectives) I interviewed are hobbyists.

4.2.2. Becoming a beekeeper
In 2013, I took a full-day workshop about top-bar beekeeping, but other than that I had not
previously worked with honey bees prior to our purchase of two nucs. I still vividly remember the
exhilaration of driving home with a van containing thousands of slightly agitated bees on the day

13

I do this with the recognition that there can be no absolute definition between hobbyist and small-scale
beekeepers: the divide is simply too fuzzy in some instances, and even OMAFRA definitions vary depending on the
criteria they set for grants or information gathering. Yet while there is a difference that is worth indicating between
hobbyist and small-scale beekeepers, at the same they tend to share many common practices that sharply distinguish
them from large-scale commercial operations, and this is why I interviewed both types of beekeepers.
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of that initial purchase. Although the bees were securely contained in taped up boxes, the mix of
fear and excitement meant that my partner and I were also buzzing with energy. After we got
home, we carefully pulled each frame out of the box and placed them into the hive that Sean had
built, and although that initial contact was a quick process (not more than 30 minutes), it was
nevertheless a profound experience: we were both immediately enchanted by honey bees. Over
the course of my research, I came to realize that this feeling of enchantment is common for many
hobbyist and small-scale beekeepers.
Most of my beekeeper participants indicated that a fascination with honey bees was a
central part of why they had made the decision to take up beekeeping, and much of the fascination
was over the collectivity of the honey bee hive. A good example of this can be seen in Carol, from
Toronto, who was a student of the Sustainable Urban Beekeeping certificate at Humber College
and plans to get her own hives once she retires. She indicated that her attendance at the TBC’s
Beekeeping 101 event was part of what catalyzed this ambition, but the other part was simply her
fascination with bees noting that there are “so many things you think you know about them,” and
then you realize “you don’t really know anything. Like worker bees, [you think] there’s all
different kinds of worker bees,” before appreciating, “no, actually there isn’t all kinds – every bee
does a different job at different parts of their life.”
Some participants also indicated that part of what inspired them to take up beekeeping was
their concern about the health of honey bees, which was rooted in reports about the vulnerability
of honey bees within the environment that they had heard in the popular media or from public
presentations they had attended. However, while many participants described being fascinated
with bees and deeply concerned for bee health, none attributed their interest in beekeeping to
biodiversity conservation in a general sense. Beyond bees themselves, the main ecological
motivation for beekeeping that participants described was a desire to disengage from the industrial
food system, and to grow or raise some of their own food. Many beekeeper participants were
already engaged in organic gardening and urban agriculture before they came to beekeeping, and
recognized honey bees as highly complementary animals, companions who have both agency of
their own and important functional roles in the co-creation of space. Jeff is a small-scale beekeeper
in London who illustrates this common pathway from gardener to beekeeper well. He described
how his beekeeping journey began when he was gifted a hive from his sister for Christmas
explaining that he thought “the reason she did it was, at that point of time, before the bees took
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over, my main hobby was gardening. I had a 50 by 50 square foot garden, vegetables, cold frames,
a hot house. I was growing a lot of what we ate and so I think she thought it was nice dove tail
with a garden and I agree.” Fran Freeman, who created and teaches the SUB certificate at Humber
College with her partner, also followed a similar path, noting how her initial interest in beekeeping
began in the 1970s out of the “‘back to the land’ [movement that was] happening then,” and that
was valuing “small-scale growing, livestock and so on, and beekeeping just seemed a natural part
of that.” Doug and Jill are a Toronto couple who keep hives on their balcony, having first been
interested in vegetable gardening which in turn led to a desire to engage in animal husbandry. As
Doug put it: “I think the beekeeping was maybe less of an overarching interest in bees and more
of an interest in doing something in the context of that [animal husbandry]. And that being really
kind of the easiest thing I could think of doing in terms of raising animals because they do their
own thing for the most part...[and] don’t take lots of space”
A few participants stumbled into beekeeping, almost by accident at first, and before any
fascination with bees had set it, and described how they quickly found themselves enchanted by
the bees. Dan Douma and Luc Peters, the paid mentors of the TBC, began beekeeping by taking
jobs with rural, large-scale commercial beekeeping enterprises, before establishing their smallscale and organically-managed beekeeping enterprise, Humble Bee, in Hamilton, partly as a
reaction to their adverse experiences in those settings. Diane and Mike, a couple with an unusually
large (5-acre) parcel of land within the city limits of London, inherited beehives when the
beekeeper keeping honey bees on their property died, leaving no family or mentee to take over his
operation. Bill, a member of the TBC, developed a long-term interest in honey bees after having
allowed beekeepers to keep bees on his rural farm property.
A few participants also indicated that romantic images of beekeepers from popular culture
had initially played a part in drawing them to it. Emma is an Anthropology undergraduate student
who was doing a thesis project on urban beekeeping in 2018 and became a member of both the
TBC and the Urban Toronto Beekeeping Association (UTBA), and she describes how she became
intrigued through her loving a television show in which a whimsical woman character kept bees
in the traditional straw skep. Linda, a member of the TBC, noted how her interest in honey bees
was initially stoked by her life-long interest in English literature, since quirky beekeepers
occasionally appear as secondary characters. Only one beekeeper participant connected their
interest in honey bees to a childhood exposure to beekeeping, which reflects a dramatic cultural
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shift, since it is safe to assume that most beekeepers over the long course of human-bee relations
would have had at least some interactions in their youth, and extensive intergenerational
knowledge transfer. Claire, a hobbyist beekeeper in London who joined the LUBC in late 2018,
stated that her godfather kept honey bees on the outskirts of London when she was a child (making
enough honey that he was able to sell wholesale to the Kellogg’s factory), and she recalled happy
childhood memories helping him with beekeeping on his peri-urban farm.
While the initial sparks varied to a considerable degree, once inspired I found that
participants followed three basic pathways to becoming a beekeeper: joining a beekeepers’
collective; finding a beekeeper mentor before beginning; or setting up a beehive in their own space
and learning primarily through experiences, the internet, and books. One important commonality
between these pathways is that almost all beekeepers took some sort of introduction to beekeeping
course or workshop early in the process, ranging from the full-year SUB to workshops as short as
a day or half-day long.
As indicated in chapter 3 and the outset of this chapter, much of my participant observation
was conducted in association with the TBC in Toronto and the LUBC in London. This association
contributed to the fact that many of my beekeeping research participants followed a pathway to
urban beekeeping through involvement with a collective. The TBC attempts to recruit new
members through an annual Beekeeping 101 event that usually runs in January or February, and
consists of bee-related information, talks, and hands-on workshops such as how to make lip balm
using bees wax. Many of my Toronto-based participants reported having attended this event at
some point (even those not involved in the TBC), and understand value of this event well. I
attended it in 2014 and distinctly remember commenting to my partner on the drive home that I
felt inspired to go back to university to study bees. In 2019, the TBC split workshops into beginner
and more advanced streams, partly because introductory beekeeping workshops have become
much more common in the Toronto-area and it was becoming harder to generate attendance for an
event that didn’t recognize the fact that there were considerably different starting points. While the
TBC is keen to welcome new members, it is very explicit at the Beekeeping 101 event, on its
membership form, and in the interview/orientation meeting that membership entails a considerable
time commitment and it is not interested in people who are not willing to put in a lot of effort. In
2018, members were required to contribute a minimum of 50 hours of work per season to the
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collective,14 including at least 25 hours in bee yards. As of 2020, the TBC maintains a membership
of about 40 active members.
Membership in the LUBC is considerably smaller than the TBC, partly because it is a new
organization, born in 2018, with members joining after hearing about it largely through word of
mouth. At its founding in 2018, the LUBC had nine members managing two hives, and in just a
year the membership grew to 15 members, with ten hives managed at two distinct locations at
Boler Mountain; this size remained steady in 2020.
Beekeeping collectives remove some of the barriers to beekeeping, as they allow people to
keep bees if they don’t want to use their backyard, lack sufficient space, are apprehensive over the
setback rule, have worries about neighbours, or cannot afford the costs (the availability of land is
a relatively bigger constraint in Toronto where the cost of housing is relatively higher than in
London and sizeable backyards are less common). Beekeeping is not a cheap hobby: the costs of
buying one hive body and basic equipment is about $600-800, a ‘nuc’ costs roughly $200 (though
this tends to fluctuate a good deal), and additional hive bodies and supplies can cost $200-400,
although it can be cheaper if people make their own hives and don’t purchase foundations 15.
Although joining a beekeeping collective is considerably cheaper than managing one’s own hives,
one potential drawback for some is that it may involve a greater time commitment due to
organizational responsibilities.
The second pathway towards beekeeping followed by a few of my participants was to draw
on the knowledge of mentors. For example, Anne, a backyard beekeeper in London, found a
mentor in an older neighbour in his 80s whose backyard bordered hers, soon after realizing that he
had been a backyard beekeeper for many years but had given it up due to physical limitations, as
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The TBC generally caps their members at 40 and does not allow new people to join after May. The costs of an
annual membership is $100 and new members are required to own a beekeeping suit although they do not have wear
it at hive checks. They are not required to have any other beekeeping equipment and, in fact, are not allowed to
bring other equipment, including gloves to the beeyards for biosecurity reasons. In 2016, just before Dan and Luc
began as the beekeeper mentors of the TBC, AFB worked its way through all the TBC apiaries and, as a result, all
hives and equipment were destroyed. This put into place new biosecurity practices to avoid the spread of pathogens
between apiaries including a strict ‘no gloves’ rule.
15
Basic beekeeping equipment includes: protective gear (e.g. a suit and gloves); a smoker; one or two hive tools;
and the parts of a hive body needed for a beekeeping season. Although most backyard beekeepers do not purchase
an extractor, they do need a plan for extracting the honey from honey comb. They also need a plan for winterizing
the hive and treating for/managing mites. Although people sometimes purchase used equipment to begin their
beekeeping journey, this is generally frowned upon by OMAFRA and beekeeping associations due to the persistence
of the AFB bacterium, even in decades-old foundations, frames, and hive bodies. It is generally recommended to
buy equipment new or, if used, from trusted sources.
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beekeeping using Langstroth hives requires lifting honey supers which may be up to 60 pounds
when full. He had decades of beekeeping knowledge as well as used equipment and, after spending
some time building up trust, was happy to share his knowledge, skills, and equipment with Anne.
Lynn, a hobbyist beekeeper in Toronto who is active with the UTBA, also started by finding a
highly knowledgeable beekeeping mentor, though this relation was somewhat different and more
formal, as her mentor is a small-scale, commercial beekeeper who sells mentorship practices,
which involve him passing on expertise and skill, and in return she helps him manage his hives. In
addition, he arranged for her to keep bees on a peri-urban area in east Toronto, which was highly
beneficial for Lynn, as she notes that for most people, “there is no way to get a good site [for larger
beeyards in Toronto] without really knowing somebody.” The experiences of both Anne and Lynn
were relatively uncommon among my participants, and resemble older, labour-intensive modes of
knowledge transmission through mentors and apprenticeships, which are becoming less common
as hobbyists and small-scale beekeeping enterprises are increasingly replaced with large
commercial enterprises that hire staff.
As I discovered during my participant observation with the UTBA, some beekeepers are
very keen to act as mentors to new beekeepers, and the UTBA posts a list of beekeepers willing to
act as mentors on its website (UTBA, n.d.). Each monthly UTBA meeting begins with an hourlong new beekeeper’s session which focuses on some of the basic issues, concerns, or questions
of new beekeepers, and many UTBA members noted to me that they regularly contact other
members for help and advice with beekeeping.
The third basic pathway towards beekeeping followed by some participants was to attend
an introductory workshop (or multiple workshops), which involves taking the leap to setting up
their own hives without tutelage of a mentor. Along with workshop attendance, this pathway
typically involves self-teaching and researching different approaches to beekeeping on the internet
or through books, and, after deciding what approach to take, the purchase of proper beekeeping
equipment. While these people do not have a clear mentor, they do often seek out experienced
beekeepers for advice. On the internet, YouTube in particular contains a plethora of valuable
information and demonstrations for small-scale and hobbyist beekeepers, covering a wide range
of beekeeping methods, techniques and practices, though not all of the advice is good or
appropriate to specific bioregions. For instance, beekeeping in the southern USA is different than
beekeeping in Southern Ontario, due to factors such as climate, common agricultural crops,
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different nectar flows and dearths, and the presence of different types of native bees. While some
new beekeepers who follow this independent pathway do seek out advice to varying extents, some
inevitability (and detrimentally) miss out on the experiential introduction afforded by mentorships,
participation in collectives, and season-long beekeeping education programs. Participants who
followed this pathway often noted that part of their learning has unfortunately come from making
mistakes in the beeyard, including some quite devastating ones that resulted in the loss of colonies.
The devastation of making fatal mistakes tends to lead new beekeepers in one of two directions:
to either give up beekeeping altogether, or else to seek out real-life beekeeping communities to
learn from and grow as a beekeeper.

4.2.3. Urban beekeeping practices
Due to restrictions on scale and limits to mobility inherent in urban landscapes, the vast
majority of urban beekeepers are small-scale or hobbyist (though in the course of my research I
encountered one exception, the company Aveole that is discussed in chapter 6). Urban beekeeping
involves a diverse set of practices, reflected in a common joking refrain within urban beekeeping
communities that if you ask ten beekeepers a question you will receive eleven answers. However,
despite this variation, it is nevertheless important to stress the significant and sometimes
contentious differences between urban beekeepers and large-scale commercial beekeepers
(Andrews, 2019).
Urban beekeepers generally do not move their bee hives in the season unless there is a
problem, such as having to comply with the setback rule. They do not fulfill pollination contracts
in cities and do not identify pollination ‘services’ as the core reason why they keep bees, although
some frame neighbourhood-based pollination as a benefit of urban beekeeping. As Luc, one-half
of Humble Bee and a paid TBC mentor, notes, “I think the honey bees do increase a lot of plant
life in the area as well. As you know, they're basically creating more life in a lot of different ways.”
The Langstroth hive is the standard for beekeepers in Canada and the United States,
reflecting the fact that it was created to allow for easier manipulation of the colony, though some
hobbyist and small-scale beekeepers use alternative types of hives including top bar and Warre,
which are not as easy for beekeepers to manipulate but they may allow bees to live closer to their
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preferences.16 As long as they have removable frames, different varieties of hives are permissible
in Ontario (Figure 4.1). Sylvia, a backyard beekeeper in London and a founding member of LUBC,
uses top-bar hives because it doesn’t require lifting honey supers (boxes), which as noted above
can get too heavy for some when full. Some hobbyist and small-scale beekeepers use foundationless frames, either because they want the bees to be able to build ‘naturally’ or because they want
to harvest wax for candles or products such as lip balm and salves. Within large-scale commercial
beekeeping, the use of frames with foundations is the norm.
Figure 4.1
Hive Types

Note: These three hive types are allowed in Ontario (others may be as well). From left to right: Sylvia’s top bar hive,
Warre hives, and the most commonly used hive in North America, Langstroth hives (TBC’s apiary at the Ontario
Science Centre). Photos by author.

Urban beekeepers take a range of approaches to the harvesting of honey, with some
harvesting virtually none while others harvest enough to be able to sell or give away surpluses
beyond their own consumption. Jeff in London, for example, has a honey bar set up in his

16

Top bar hives differ from Langstroth in several ways. They are horizontal boxes on legs, instead of being vertical.
There are no frames or foundations used, instead bees build comb from bars which are put in the hive. A solid board
is used to expand or contract the amount of room they have to build in the hive. Top bar hives are considered more
‘natural’ by some people as the bees are generally able to build in the patterns and formations they want without the
constraint of frames and foundations. Top bar hives don’t produce as much honey as Langstroth hives. Warre hives
are horizontal hives, like the Langstroth, but the boxes are smaller and square and crafted using thicker wood. They
also require foundation-less frames or top bars. Boxes are stacked high and are intended to mimic the tree trunks in
which wild honey bees most commonly prefer to live.
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backyard, where people can come for honey taste testing on specified days of the week and
purchase products. This was quite successful, to an extent that he reported honey sales of about
$12 000 a year, although it should be noted that he reported expenses of $10 000, which indicates
how urban beekeeping might provide a modest economic reward, but not to an extent that can
comprise a livelihood in itself. Like their rural counterparts, most urban beekeepers
enthusiastically participate in beekeepers’ associations such as the UTBA and the Middlesex,
Oxford, Essex, Beekeepers Association (MOEBEEA) in London, as well as regularly attending
Ontario Beekeeping Association (OBA) conferences. Based on my interviews and observations,
urban beekeepers tend to express a high level of interest in scientific research about honey bees,
which includes learning from it and a willingness to participate in it.
As discussed in chapter 2, managed honey bees throughout the world are plagued with a
variety of pests and pathogens, and there are considerable disagreements about how to respond
within urban beekeeping communities, as well as within beekeeping more generally (Andrews
2019). The most feared pest and pathogen among Ontario beekeepers is American Foulbrood
(AFB), a bacterium that spreads quickly through an apiary, rotting the brood when it does. The
only treatment allowed for AFB in Ontario, as mandated by OMAFRA, is to burn all the hives in
an apiary, including the adult bees, the brood, and the woodenware. AFB can easily and quickly
decimate several apiaries as sickly bees interact with uninfected bees on flowers or rob one
another’s hives. Some beekeepers, particularly commercial ones, use prophylactic antibiotics to
inhibit the occurrence of AFB, although critics argue that antibiotic use is not a cure to the problem
and only supresses the bacterium, as well as posing some long-term risks like antibiotic resistance
emerging over time. Most urban beekeepers do not routinely use prophylactic antibiotics,
especially after the passing of legislation in Ontario in December 2018 that requires prescription
from a veterinarian (OBA, 2018b).
The most common pest facing North American beekeepers of all scales is the varroa mite
(Varroa destructor), whose treatment is the subject of especially contentious debates. The varroa
mite is endemic to the Asian honey bee (Apis cerana), which has evolved to tolerate it, but Apis
mellifera is highly vulnerable. As noted in chapter 2, Apis mellifera has long been established in
the Americas, but it appears that ongoing shipments of bees for commercial beekeeping operations
led to the migration of the mite to North America. The varroa mite was first detected in North
America in 1987 in Wisconsin (Wenner and Bushing, 1996), and although Canada temporarily
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closed the border to bee imports, varroa mites were detected in Canada in 1989 and quickly spread
to all parts of Canada except Newfoundland (Barry, 2020).
Adult varroa mites attach to bees and consume their blood and fat, with the female varroa
mite laying eggs and raising young on fat bee larvae, especially while they pupate in capped cells
(OMAFRA, n.d.). Varroa mites can hop from bee to bee in hives and while bees are foraging on
flowers, and although they are only parasitic and not themselves lethal towards honey bees, they
carry and spread viruses such as Deformed Wing Virus (Wilfert et al., 2016) that are devastating
to honey bee colonies. The varroa mite is widely understood to have now infected almost all bee
colonies – both managed and feral – in North America (OMAFRA, n.d.), having spread very
quickly due to both the patterns of migratory commercial beekeeping and its developed resistance
to commonly used miticides (Martin, 2004). Although honey bees face many pressures that
contribute to their declining health, varroa mites and the viruses they carry are most likely to be
the thing that kills a colony (Guzman-Novoa et al., 2010).
Given how ubiquitous varroa mites have become, the task for beekeepers is to keep them
under a threshold so that their parasitism or virus transmission do not kill the colony. In my
research, only two participants reported using miticides, with most attempting to manage their
hives organically. Most often, urban beekeepers use organic acids, with formic gel strips being
common, as well as oxalic acid dribbles. Yet despite the fact that urban beekeepers generally try
to use organic practices, in Canada urban honey cannot officially be designated as organic, which
requires a 3 km buffer zone in which no pesticides are used17 (GoC, 2020).
Some urban beekeepers (most often, hobbyists) practice so-called treatment-free
beekeeping, meaning they do not intentionally use any treatment for mites and other and
pathogens. It would be very unusual for a commercial beekeeper of any scale to practice treatmentfree beekeeping. When I asked about their general practices, the majority of my beekeeper
participants primarily discussed mite monitoring and treatment, with conversations often quickly
turning towards a critique of the lack of or improper mite treatment practiced by other beekeepers.
Linda describes a well-known beekeeper in Toronto who allegedly doesn’t treat for mites:
[His bees] come to rob, and they bring their little mites with them or our bees go to their
hives to rob and get the mites and he's not registered. But everybody knows him. They
know he’s got a lot [of bees]. So a lot of people, I think, to them, it’s like, get the honey
and it doesn’t matter what happens to [the bees]. ‘I'll just get more bees the next year’. It's
17

Ontario as a whole only has only two certified organic honey producers.
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like getting another puppy, you know, ‘if this puppy dies, we'll get another puppy’. There's
no long term. And he certainly doesn’t care that his bees are transmitting diseases to other
bees.
Dan and Luc of Humble Bee (who I interviewed together) noted that while pesticides are their
biggest concern when rural beekeeping, their biggest concern in urban areas is the widespread lack
of treatment for mites. In discussing their bees at an urban site in Hamilton, Dan stated that:
…they are definitely experiencing mite pressure from someone else’s colony collapsing
and that is probably one of the biggest challenges we face in an urban environment.
Generally unregistered and inexperienced beekeepers that don’t maintain their colonies and
then might get mite levels going from undetectable to lethal overnight.
I found a significant divide among my participants in terms of their attitudes towards mite
monitoring and treatment, although it was not a clear binary and most people fell somewhere on a
continuum, which is similar to other research conducted on beekeeper philosophies and practices
(Andrews, 2019; Thoms et al., 2018) On one extreme are people who do not treat at all and have
a non-interventionist approach towards their bees; Thoms et al. (2018) call this group Treatment
Skeptics. On the other extreme are people who are attempting to replicate most of the practices of
large commercial beekeeping operations albeit on a small and urban scale, who Thoms et al. (2018)
call Treatment Adherents. For my research, I prefer a different terminology to frame the broad
poles of pest and pathogen management, and think of beekeepers as falling on a continuum from
non-interventionist to highly manipulative. Three of my beekeeper participants do not treat their
hives at all18, and a fourth is sympathetic to treatment-free beekeeping but does not manage her
backyard hive, which was part of a hive rental program. In a general sense, treatment-free
beekeepers want to engage in a style of beekeeping that they feel is attuned to the ways honey bees
would live in nature when free of human interference, and they tend to be highly critical of
industrial agriculture and do not want to replicate industrial agricultural practices in their own
spaces.
Treatment-free beekeeping involves a heterogenous set of practices geared towards the
basic goal of avoiding chemical and pharmaceutical treatments for pests and pathogens in hives.
In addition, treatment-free beekeepers do not feed their hives sugar syrup or pollen patties and, as
a result, only take modest amounts of honey and wax. While treatment-free beekeepers are often

18

These numbers are not representative of urban beekeepers because many of my beekeeping interviewees were part
of the beekeeping collectives, both of which conducted exclusively organic mite treatments.
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depicted by opponents as irrational or anti-science, I found that the main reason they are reluctant
to treat for mites is based on their interpretation of scientific problems and risks, in particular the
knowledge that bees already encounter a proverbial ‘toxic soup’ of chemicals in the environment,
and that miticides are hard on bees, particularly the queen bee (Johnson, 2015). Further, most
treatment-free beekeepers are well aware of the fact that the varroa mite has developed resistance
to several miticides already and may develop resistance to others in the future, and even
organically-approved formic and oxalic acid has been shown to be harmful, when used on a colony
over time (ibid). Seeley (2019) is an eminent entomologist who argues that honey bees in North
America would have developed resistance to varroa mites, after an initial mass die-off, if miticides
had never been used. He advocates for what he refers to as ‘Darwinian Beekeeping’, in which bees
are stewarded in conditions that are as close as possible to how they prefer to live in the wild.
Practitioners of Darwinian Beekeeping favour allowing bee colonies to succumb to mite
infestations in an attempt to find ‘survivor colonies’ that have built up a natural resistance, which
is a strategy that only works if the majority of beekeepers in an area do not treat for mites.
Darwinian Beekeeping is philosophically close to treatment-free approaches, although it is
impossible to practice in Southern Ontario because it requires 1 km spacing between colonies (not
apiaries). I personally have a level of sympathy for beekeepers who do not want to treat their bees
with harsh chemicals and initially wanted to practice treatment-free beekeeping because of my
desire to allow the bees as much autonomy as possible. However, I found out the hard way that far
too many honey bee colonies die from mite parasitism or the viruses they carry if there is not some
kind of human intervention.
Participants who perceive beekeeping in large part as a food-producing activity, done to
create honey and other products of the hive, tended to be more likely to accept that they are
engaging in animal husbandry and that honey bees are, at least partially, domesticated animals that
fit within urban agriculture activities, although most wanted to manage them organically.
Imagining the continuum of intervention as a scale from 1-10, with 10 being highly manipulative,
these beekeepers would mostly falls within 4-6. Only two respondents reported using miticides in
their hives, while the rest use integrated pest management techniques, starting with what are
commonly regarded as ‘cultural practices’ and ending with the use of formic or oxalic acid.
Cultural practices to manage pests and pathogens include: closely monitoring colonies for mites;
splitting hives that have high levels of mites (mimicking a swarm); using drone traps to encourage
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mites to lay eggs on drone larvae, which are then removed from the hive; and ensuring the
cleanliness of apiaries. Not surprisingly, the participants who use miticides tended to be the least
critical of commercial beekeeping practices.
Most of my beekeeper participants practice organic beekeeping methods with varying
levels of intervention, preferring to avoid miticides and prophylactic antibiotics if possible, and
not routinely feeding sugar syrup or pollen patties, but do not dismiss these practices entirely and
are willing to turn to them under certain circumstances. As mentioned above, most opt for an
integrated pest management (IPM) approach, which essentially entails starting with cultural
practices outlined above, and using the least invasive methods as much as possible.
Some of my beekeeper participants indicated feeling torn about which treatments to use
and how interventionist they should be with their hives, as well as being highly sensitive to
criticism from other beekeepers. Hobbyist beekeepers are acutely aware that the commercial sector
commonly blames them for the prevalence of mites in North American honey bee colonies
(Andrews, 2019), due to the perception that they don’t sufficiently monitor their hives for mites
and don’t adequately treat their colonies. Negative perceptions of hobbyists are augmented by
studies of honey bee colony loss which often show that small-scale beekeepers are more likely to
have higher rates of overwintering hive loss than commercial beekeepers (Bee Informed
Partnership, 2020). However, here it should be noted that these studies are based on voluntary
reporting of information given by beekeepers about mite treatments and winter mortality, and this
is not necessarily accurate as some groups of beekeepers may be more willing than others to give
factual accounts of what they perceive to be sensitive information. Further, winter mortality rates
do not necessarily reflect the loss of colonies due to mite infestation as larger enterprises with
thousands of hives and a large number of staff may use techniques such as eradicating or
consolidating weak hives before winter (Steinhauer et al., 2018), and it is notable that the
OMAFRA (2018) winter loss survey found little difference in mortality rates between commercial
and small-scale beekeepers.
As discussed in chapter 2, there are debates about whether honey bees can be understood
as being domesticated, and I argued that they are best understood as semi-domesticated animals.
As such, I believe that honey bees require some human intervention, especially with respect to
managing pests and pathogens, which relates to the fact that domestication entails some inherent
risk for non-human animals. Dan of Humble Bee suggested that there may have been a time when
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beekeepers could have been minimally interventionist, but this is no longer possible with the
almost universal spread of varroa mites across North America. I concur with this perspective, and
while I think it is important to recognize that hobbyist beekeepers are not responsible for the rapid
spread of mites across North America, I also believe that in the present context, the reluctance of
some to treat may lead to the unnecessary death of many colonies. I did not treat my bees in my
first four years of beekeeping, as I sat closer to the non-interventionist end of the management
continuum. During my fieldwork, I found it awkward to listen to some participants harshly critique
practices that were similar to what I did in the recent past, up until 2017, but which I came to
question. I knew very well where the treatment-free beekeepers were coming from, as my practices
were motivated by my desire to reject the practices of industrial agriculture, including those
associated with agro-chemical corporations and migratory, commercial beekeeping. I was also
intimidated about handling formic and oxalic acid and confused by the instructions for the acids
as well as how to employ other organic methods. What changed for me, other than repeatedly
losing bee colonies, was my enrollment in Fran’s SUB program at Humber College, as she
practices gentle and minimally interventionist practices while also stressing the need for some
interventions. This experiential, season-long education program taught me how to monitor and
treat for pests and pathogens while also respecting honey bee agency. I was also taken with how
Fran describes her honey as being ‘gently-robbed’, which strikes me as both an honest and
respectful way of conceiving of the exchange.
In beekeeping education, information, and media outreach, I believe that it is useful to
emphasize that bees are companion animals to humans, who require some management. Urban
beekeeping is something that should be promoted as an activity within urban agriculture and not
something that directly fall within conservation objectives. At the same time, it is also important
to highlight the practices of organic hive management, which will appeal to those who reject the
practices of industrial capitalist agriculture that have infused large-scale commercial beekeeping,
such as routine feeding of sugar water, use of miticides, and use of prophylactic antibiotic. The
prospects of organic beekeeping practices would also be greatly enhanced by the expansion of
training opportunities for hobbyist beekeepers, such as Fran’s SUB certificate program, that extend
throughout the beekeeping season and includes a wide range of hands-on practices, such as
showing people how to prepare and use organic acids.
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Yet however much IPM grows among hobbyist and small-scale beekeepers, it seems
unlikely that varroa mites can be adequately controlled in North America given the current state
of the beekeeping industry. As discussed earlier, the use of harsher miticides not only kills mites
but also harms bees, most worryingly queen bees, and has already led to some resistance among
mites (Johnson, 2015). Further, the migratory nature of large-scale commercial beekeeping
imposes chronic risks, as the continental-scale movement of huge populations of unhealthy honey
bees is bound to spread pests and pathogens among honey bees, though the specifics of these
disease risks is a severely understudied subject (Ellis et al., 2020; Steinhauer et al., 2018; Smith et
al., 2013).
The common accusations that hobbyist beekeepers are a central cause of mite infestations
serves to downplay the role that the migratory, commercial beekeeping industry – which is deeply
embedded within industrial capitalist agriculture – played in initially spreading varroa mites, and
continues to play in creating ‘super mites’ that are resistant to treatments. Risks are further
complicated by the case made by Giacobino et al. (2017) that environment may matter more for
bee vulnerability than do beekeeper practices, which indicates that solutions need to be much
bigger than beekeeper education and training. While varroa mites are a serious problem for honey
bees and beekeepers, it is important to understand the problem of mites in the context of the
commercial beekeeping industry, and how the viruses spread by mites might interact with colonies
that are already weakened by other forces outside the control of individual beekeepers such as
exposure to pesticides and poor nutrition.

4.3 Sensuous Human Activity and Urban Beekeeping
One of my central discoveries in the course of both my own experiences and in the
fieldwork for this dissertation is that beekeeping is an activity that demands all of one’s senses and
invokes a wide range of emotions. For me, beekeeping utterly embodies Marx’s argument that
sensuous, concrete human activity with non-human natures is an essential part of what it is to be
human. The sense of smell is activated with the rich scent of the beeswax and the intense, sweet
smell of honey. Honey smells differently, I learned, depending on the flowers that bees are
predominantly gathering nectar from, with goldenrod honey having the most distinctive smell in
this bioregion, akin to wet wool socks – even though goldenrod honey itself is delicious and sweet.
The first time I smelled it emanating intensely from one of my hives, I feared the colony had caught
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the dreaded American Foulbrood (AFB). Over time I have become much more adept at
differentiating the smells of honey in the hive and its meaning. Experienced beekeepers also
become attuned to seasonal changes in the smell of the honey in the hive, as well as smells
associated with sick hives.
For urban beekeepers, much of the time investment is in closely observing the bees.
Outside of the hive, beekeepers watch bees as they carry in pollen, noticing its different colours.
In the course of these observations, beekeepers often become accustomed to the colour of pollen
produced by different plants and trees and notice the seasonal fluctuations in pollen-gathering
activity among honey bees (Figure 4.2). Upon opening up a bee hive, beekeepers carefully examine
the bees on a frame hoping to find the queen and signs that indicate she is laying well. It takes time
to be able to assess this, and experienced beekeepers become skilled in spotting the tiny riceshaped eggs nestled at the bottom of brood cells. When checking hives, beekeepers also need to
look for other things such as: signs of illness such as deformed wing virus and chalkbrood; mites
on the bodies of adult bees; and the larvae of wax moths. Jenn, a Toronto beekeeper who keeps
honey bees with her friend, Xavier, in the yard of Maureen (a woman they met on Craigslist),
noted how they were captivated by the movement of bees:
It was really cool… getting used to their little bee highways, the paths they took to go
foraging. Cause it was like an invisible thing, but you get so used to it that you find yourself
ducking and it was just like, I don’t know, it really changed the way I felt about space in
general. You just feel, like, it was really nice to get the opportunity to see how it’s used by
non-human creatures.
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Figure 4.2
Colourful Bee Pollen

Note: Some of the different shades and colours of pollen packed into honey comb. Photo by author.

The taste of honey, sweet and thick, is also obviously a big part of the sensuous experience
of beekeeping. Beekeepers often take little tastes when a piece of the honey comb breaks during a
hive check, and sometimes temptation will overtake us, and lead to fingers getting stuck right into
the honey comb. Dan, of Humble Bee, explained how he has developed a tongue for honey and
can identify the types of flower nectar from which a particular batch of honey has been created. I
can’t say I have that level of discernment, but my personal preference is the honey associated with
the first bloom of summer wildflowers, which tends to be light and floral and is sweet without
being overpowering. My least preferred honey is buckwheat honey, created when honey bees out
forage on the nectar of flowering buckwheat, which has an extremely strong, almost bitter, taste.
Touch is another important sense used regularly in beekeeping, although beekeepers differ
in how much they utilize this sense because it requires using bare hands. Although wearing
protective gloves can decrease fear and anxiety, the members of the TBC are required to not wear
gloves. The reason for this policy that was given to me during my first hive check with the TBC
was that “you’ll be less clumsy” and “you’ll work slower and be more mindful if your fingers are
about to squish a bee.” During hive checks with the LUBC, Gillian, a member who also rents her
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own backyard hive, likes to hold her bare hand an inch or so in front of a newly pulled frame to
feel the heat emanating from the bees.
Attentive listening is another important sense that beekeepers develop over time, as it is
important to be able to hear and understand differences in the pitch of the buzz of the bees and
notice when it changes. A higher pitch usually means the bees are agitated while a more frenzied
pitch, combined with lots of bees circling a colony, can mean that they are about to swarm, which
is an incredible sight to witness. I have seen this in my own yard, and been present at a swarm that
occurred during a routine hive check at the TBC beeyard at Black Creek Pioneer Village, to the
amazement of all who were present. Fran describes the power of careful listening very well:
As you get to understand them a little bit better, you can sense when you walk into the yard
from the sound of them, you know, are they in a good mood? Are they a little testy today?
And things of that sort. That helps in how you approach and sometimes you say, ‘okay,
let’s back off a little bit, give them a few minutes here’. The more you understand them,
the easier it is in a sense to work with them.
Another sense that beekeepers hone over is time is less tangible but no less important: their
control over (or at least their displays of) negative or strong emotions. Many seasoned beekeepers
believe that bees can sense fear and anger emanating from humans, and that the best way to ensure
calm bees during a hive check is for beekeeper to stay calm themselves. This is one reason why
some beekeepers chose to wear beekeeping suits, as suits don’t protect from all stings but can
provide nervous beekeepers with a feeling of security that makes them feel and act confident and
calm when checking a bee hive.
At the same time as it is important to be calm in the presence of bees, bees can also have a
calming effect on the humans who care for them. Several research participants spoke about the
calming quality of working with bees due to the intentional practice of mindful behaviour. Jenn
explained how she finds beekeeping “very meditative, it was a very relaxing exercise, very
calming. Every time I went, I felt great and then you just notice small things more.” Her friend and
beekeeping partner Xavier described how keeping bees encouraged him to move slower and more
mindfully, noting that “I normally am a pretty erratic mover and I wasn’t forcing myself, but it
was training me to move slower cuz the bees react to how you move and how you’re feeling and
stuff like that.” Several beekeepers also reported that they find the sounds, smells, and presence of
honey bees to be calming. Roberta, a founding member of the TBC, reflected on how this might
seem contradictory to some: “It has always sort of struck me as amazingly soothing in a funny sort
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of way, because you think it’s going to be scary. And then suddenly, when you’re there, it’s like
you’re in the middle of a ceremony. It’s kind of, there’s a hush. And it’s lovely. And I think it’s
addictive.”
Research participants also often spoke of the sensuous aspects of beekeeping. Fran noted
how she was an artist “in an earlier life at one point” and that beekeeping “actually fills or meets
some of those needs. When I open up the hive, and I see, I smell, it’s a very sensory experience.”
In a similar vein, Linda insists that “it doesn’t matter how many times I go in. It’s such a sensory
experience, the smell, the sight of the bees but that sound is so calming that it just brings my blood
pressure right down.” Claire highlighted the sensuous aspects of beekeeping in her explanation of
why she enjoys it, explaining that “I like the hum; I like the smell. I like everything about it. I like
watching them forage, I like them coming in with their little pollen sacks. I like watching them
like on the side buzzing away. I just, I adore them.”
In short, beekeeping is an activity that offers many benefits to people, with the ability to
concretely engage with non-human nature central to this. With a modest level of management,
honey bees produce honey, beeswax, propolis, and pollen, utilized by humans for millennia as
food, fuel, and medicine. Along with these tangible benefits, beekeeping intimately attunes people
to the weather and seasons in new ways, including through fluctuations in nectar flow and the
changing pollen availability of flowering plants. Part of the intensity of the experience relates to
the risk, as a wrong move when working in the hive can lead to another sensation: the pain of the
sting and the death of the stinging bee. The necessity of mindful engagement with honey bees can
be transformative for the beekeeper. As Maureen, who hosts Xavier and Jenn’s hive in her
backyard, puts it, the decision to get involved with beekeeping is “a moment where your whole
life can, like, I’m not trying to be too dramatic when I say this, but it is an invitation to a change
right?”

4.4. Social Reproductive Labour and Beekeeping: Useful doing and playful work
The potentially transformative aspect of urban beekeeping arises partly because it occupies
a special place within social reproductive labour, what Holloway (2010) suggests we think of as
‘useful-doing’. In this section, I develop a case that urban beekeeping can also be understood as a
type of useful-doing that allows for the expression of what Ferguson (2017, 119) calls ‘playful
work’, to describe labour that “approximates the sort of unalienated self-objectification that
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Marxists identify with self-actualization and freedom. It engages all the senses and brings
imagination and concrete interactions with the environment together to produce a material and
social world that satisfies human desires and need.”
For some, social reproduction theory focuses on the unpaid labour done primarily within
the household to replicate the capitalist workforce, but social reproductive labour is as complex as
human lives and social relationships (Fraser, 2017). Social reproduction is not just about the
drudgery of tasks like laundry and household cleaning, but also involves a much wider variety of
activities that not only make life functional under capitalism but also add life and vitality to
households, neighbourhoods, and communities (Fraser, 2017). Jaffe (2020) reminds social
reproduction theorists to not get stuck in discussing social reproduction only as gendered labour
that occurs within the household, as this tends to reduce our conception of human life to a focus
on heteropatriarchal social relations. Social reproductive labour is required for the capitalist system
to function but it also operates, to some extent, outside of the control of the dominant systemic
imperatives like competition and accumulation. Social reproductive labour is not only about the
everyday household labour that keeps working people alive and replicates new workers, but it also
includes labour that makes life enjoyable for working people who are often alienated by the nature
of their income-earning labour. In short, social reproductive labour can be oppressive but it can
also be liberating, or simply involve useful-doing that occurs within, against, and beyond
capitalism (Holloway, 2010). Understanding the complicated and sometimes contradictory nature
of social reproductive labour can help us understand the significance of useful-doing.
Throughout my interviews and participant observation, I was struck by how many
participants described their experiences with beekeeping as not only being calming or relaxing,
as discussed in the previous section, but also as an activity that is “delightful” and brings feelings
of “awe” and “wonder”. Maureen described hosting Xavier and Jenn’s beekeeping activities in
her yard as a magical experience, noting that her roommate “is a very spiritual person and he was
like ‘What’s going on in the backyard is magic Maureen’. And I actually kind of believe that. So,
it was like, this magical thing is happening back there.” She also likened the beekeepers to angels,
while being sure to clarify they are “not angels from a Christian God or anything, but just like
magical people, you know?”
In virtually every interview with my beekeeper participants, they reported that part of what
made beekeeping meaningful to them was that it allowed them to engage with the other-than-
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human world in curious, creative, and joyful ways. For example, when asked how he feels when
he sees a bee, Xavier noted that “I generally get pretty curious and want to like go up and touch it
and like see it.” When asked what honey bees brought to her life, Sylvia put it in clear terms:
“Delight. Yeah, it’s just delightful to have them.”
These ideas also came through strongly in the course of my participant observation. During
the bee checks done by the TBC and LUBC, I regularly sensed a collective feeling of awe and that
people were genuinely excited to spend time with the bees, with feelings of both enjoyment and
amazement often expressed, especially about certain activities. For instance, spotting the queen
during collective hive checks was commonly regarded as a playful activity, almost like the
childhood books series Where’s Waldo, which I heard invoked multiple times, and when she was
found there was invariably a sense of excitement with people who may have been doing other tasks
coming over to check. There was similar air of excitement when people spotted eggs for the first
time. In both LUBC and TBC hive checks, sneaking a taste of honey is another shared joyful
activity, in which people often comment on the delicious taste while licking their fingers and
laughing.
It isn’t just the expressed and evident feelings of wonder that made me realize beekeepers
are engaging in the sort of playful work described by Ferguson; it was also rooted in the recognition
that, like children building a fort, people are engaging in very intentional, focused activities that
allows for a level of creativity and curiosity which many adults don’t have sufficient opportunities
to express. Many of my beekeeper participants described “curiosity” as one of the most rewarding
aspects of beekeeping. Emma described this sense while recalling the dynamic of a smaller than
usual TBC hive check: “One day, when, because there had been a rain date that was scheduled,
there were only three of us that ended showing up to a visit, and that was really good. I could be a
little more curious and a had a bit more time to play with and that was really nice. Yeah, being
able to spot the queen is always really exciting.”
Several participants described with pride various creative ways they had dealt with
beekeeping problems, sometimes partly for the fun of it. Jeff explained this creativity in the course
of discussing how he began beekeeping right after being laid off from his factory job:
This was such a refreshing breeze, on a hot muggy day, when they closed that day. I was
53. I missed my [full] pension by 18 months [by taking a buyout package], but it was like
parole, I actually got out of jail 18 months early. And straight into the bee thing and I see
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so much interesting stuff. It’s got a little woodworking component to it, something I never
did a lot of, but I can fart with, I can be innovative, say on the bottom boards.
After retiring he used his pension to scale up his beekeeping. As this quote indicates, being forced
to retire early not only gave him a chance to focus on beekeeping but also to play around with new
modifications to the hive. Linda, a recently-retired teacher transitioning to provide elder-care for
her father spoke in depth about how beekeeping with the TBC transformed her post-teaching life,
reflecting that at the same time as she is “making their lives so much better” the bees “are helping
me through a fairly lonely period in my life.” Linda reported attending all but one of the hive
checks in her first season of beekeeping with the TBC in 2017, as well as attending most of the
community outreach events. She also described feeling a special connection to Black Creek
Community Farm, where we conducted the interview, which is near her home:
I don’t have an outdoors…I never have been out of doors; in all my teaching career I’ve
taught in bunkers. Schools now are like bunkers. I taught in a very modern school that had
no windows. and I’ve lived in a high rise ever since I moved out of the house. So, all my
grown-up life. So, I’ve never had that experience…I always thought I would love to live
in the country, in a small little farm and just have, you know, nothing hard, bees and ducks
and so on. That’s not going to happen. So, this is my way of kind of seeing, you know,
kind of realizing that dream. I can’t have my own farm. So, I have this (gestures to the
gardens of BCCF)…I would go to work, come home, I’d mark papers. go to work, come
home, mark papers, it's not real. It wasn’t very real to me. It sure is real now.
As these stories from Jeff and Linda make clear, beekeeping enabled them to engage in
invigorating forms of useful-doing, and brought them a different (and in some ways greater) sort
of intellectual and sensual reward than they found in their jobs.
Several of my beekeeper participants were either retirees, like Jeff and Linda, or stay-athome parents. In some ways, these are groups of people who may feel their role gives them
somewhat more social permission to explore playful aspects of their life outside of paid
employment. As discussed in chapter 2, the nature of capitalism exerts pressure on people who are
full-time paid workers to not ‘waste time’ in ‘idle’ activities, meaning activities not tied to their
jobs, or to let hobbies or other activities interfere with either their paid employment or household
tasks. The stay-at-home parents (all women) who I interviewed are all members of a beekeeping
collectives, and they discussed in detail how beekeeping allowed them to share their scientific
curiosity and knowledge about the world with their children. They integrated their beekeeping
activities with the education of their children, either directly engaging with their children’s schools
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or, in one case of a home-schooling mom, by integrating beekeeping into the educational activities
that she organized.
Amy, a TBC member and mother of three, describes the educational power of beekeeping
well, recalling a story of her daughter holding a bee frame at the TBC’s annual ‘Family and
Friends’ day at Black Creek Community Farm: “the other thing that was pretty memorable for me
is seeing my daughter, my youngest, hold a frame of bees, and the fear that she had leading up to
her holding the frame and then conquering that fear and holding the frame. And she didn’t have
any protective clothing. So that was pretty cool.” She also recalled sensing that her daughter felt
“brave” and like “she conquered the world. And I show it in presentations when I go to schools
and present and she beams. I took a picture of it and I put it in my presentation to actually try and
dispel the fear of bees to kids.” This comment also indicates that Amy is not only using beekeeping
as a way to explore her interests but sees it as a potential future livelihood for herself through the
development of educational programming for school-age children.
Along with treasuring the time they spent sharing this activity with their kids, and the
educational opportunities it afforded, these women also all reported gaining a deep sense of
personal fulfillment from beekeeping. They were appreciative of being able to create some tangible
things for their family, including honey and beeswax, and especially valued how beekeeping
allowed them to pursue their intellectual curiosity. For instance, Gillian, a stay-at-home mom who
homeschools her three children, has a PhD in Biology, and explained that beekeeping allows her
to continue exploring, sharing, and expanding her scientific knowledge without the pressures or
constraints of paid employment.
Some of my beekeeper participants have full-time, paid employment and indicated that
they value what beekeeping bring to their life outside of paid work. As Claire (who was immersed
in beekeeping through her godfather) describes it:
I’ve always loved them my whole entire life. And I used to kid that when I retired,
I was going to become a beekeeper. And one day last year. Like it’s always been
in the back of my mind. I had a bumblebee land on me and then something else
bee-related happened. And then I was driving back to work from my lunch, and I
was behind. It was Heff’s Hives [a local beekeeping business], behind his truck,
and I was like, well, that’s three things it’s meant to be. So I called him. And I
thought I have to do it. I want to so badly… I have three kids and I have two jobs
and they have hockey, horseback riding and everything else so I just thought it’d
be something later on and I just cracked and thought, why wait till later? I need to
start it now.
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She went on to discuss, to her delight, that her teenagers also quickly came to enjoy beekeeping
with her and appreciate what it added to her life: “They love it, they’re really proud that I’m doing
this. I was so happy, you know, and they said that to me. I think I’m happier when I go see the
bees or something because they always, they seem to hang around with me more. I don’t know
how to explain it, but it just makes my mood better.”
My beekeeper participants were consistently excited about harvesting honey but it was also
clear that they kept bees for more than this, and greatly valued the experiences they have
interacting with honey bees. As Serena, a TBC member says, “I’m excited to see a season from
beginning to end. That said, I would I think I’d be really sad if something happened and then we
just lost a whole bunch of hives, right? You feel like you’ve invested. It’s not about the honey. It’s
about the bees, right?” In sum, the meaning and enjoyment that people find in the experience of
urban beekeeping is why I believe it can be understood as playful work, and this is important for
two primary reasons: first, it allows players to experience connections with their own bodies as
well with other people and non-human natures; and second, it allows people to see the potential of
other ways of being in the world outside of paid, wage labour and the unpaid drudgery of household
work (Ferguson, 2017). It allows people to imagine and experience joyful possibilities. After all,
as Ferguson (2017, 119, 123) argues:
In a world in which people have unimpeded access to resources and freedom to explore their
potentialities, the ‘work’ of reproducing ourselves and our worlds can be both sensuous and
imaginative. That is, it can be ‘playful.’ It can also be decidedly pleasurable…insofar as
bodies at play or engaged in concrete labor are absorbed in and retain some control over their
conscious, practical human activity, they not only provide the basis for an immanent critique
of capitalism but also signal an alternative to the mode of being upon which the reproduction
of capitalism depends.
In the case of hobbyist beekeeping, the formation of relationships with bees based on sensuous,
concrete, and playful human activity may allow beekeepers to become enchanted with the otherthan-human world and to share that enchantment with others.

4.5. Entangled, embodied relationships with bees
One question that was posed to me early in my research was “how can people have
relationships with honey bees if they cannot know them as individual animals?” The answer is not
easy to explain to non-beekeepers, though it is something that is deeply understood within the

93

beekeeping community. I feel strongly that I am engaged in a relationship with the bees in my
backyard, including both honey bees and wild bees, and most of my beekeeper participants
expressed similar ideas, with some describing this relationship as a mutually beneficial one. The
relationship between many of my beekeeper participants is based on care and connection,
something that is shared by other small-scale and hobbyist beekeepers. This leads many smallscale and hobbyist beekeepers to practise bee-centred beekeeping, which I define as an entangled
and embodied form of beekeeping in which the physiological needs of the bees are consciously
put ahead of the needs of the beekeeper.
Clearly, insects are very different to mammals, and so this relationship is not based on
knowing individuals but rather on knowing and caring about the colony as a whole. Doug expresses
this well in explaining his beekeeping philosophy: “Well, be kind to them, you know, and trust
that they’re doing the right thing. But we want some of their honey. So, Jill [his partner] is right,
we’ve got this baby, we let it kind of do its thing last year, we took a little bit of honey, we got
them through the winter. Hooray.” Gillian similarly describes her relationship with her honey bees
as a mutually beneficial one: “it seems amazing that they do this job, and then we get the benefit
too, like they’re benefitting us and we’re benefitting them, there’s a nice relationship there.” Part
of Emma’s sense of the relationship comes through in her description of what she likes about hive
checks: “the fact that you’re lifting things and moving things in very small ways to give them, too,
like make it better for them, but also shape what they’re doing to your needs is really interesting.
And the fact that you come away, kind of like, naturally a little sticky and dirty, and it feels like
you actually got your hands in nature is really nice.”
My beekeeper participants consistently reported spending significant amounts of time
simply watching bees, especially those who had hives located in their backyards or balconies.
Through this observation, they felt like that had come to intimately ‘know’ the bees, a claim that
is made not about individual bees but rather attributing a set of characteristics to and feeling a
sense of connection with the colony as a whole. The familiarity with bees gets deepened through
routine hive checks, which tend to be centred on the queen. If the queen is not found, beekeepers
look for other clues about her health, such as whether and how she is laying eggs. In the spring
and summer, a colony with no eggs and no young larvae has likely lost their queen, and since the
worker bees only live about 6 weeks, requeening becomes imperative to save the colony. Another
common task in the late spring is to look for queen cells during routine hive checks in order to
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assess signs of swarm preparation (Figure 4.3). The presence of queen cells, especially if capped,
indicates that the bees are either intending to swarm or are replacing their queen. Over time,
beekeepers get to know various things about the queen’s health and genetic traits19 (perceived to
be expressed through colony characteristics such as hygienic behaviour and gentleness) and
through this knowledge, beekeepers learn certain things about the colony as a whole.

Figure 4.3
Clues of queen health

The photo on the left shows a queen bee (with the paint dot) surrounded by worker bees; the photo on the top right
shows a queen cell (the long protrusion) on the body of the comb which indicates the queen may have suddenly
died; the bottom right photo shows an egg (the rice-shaped object) inside a brood cell. Photos by author.

Some beekeepers are very intentional about not killing any bees during hive checks. For
instance, Claire described feeling both excited and scared the first time she checked her bee hives
“because I didn’t want to hurt them and I’m always thinking about you know, when you’re sliding
down the frames if anyone, any bee, got caught in there. I’d hate to hurt them. I knew that they
had a great place to be and there was lots of nice spring flowers coming enough for them and they
had a good water source and they had a windbreak and they were in the best place.” Linda also
19

In the beekeeping community, the characteristics of the colony are attributed to the genetics of the queen and, a
lesser extent, the drones with whom she mates. Queen breeding is based on careful selection of mating queens from
colonies that exhibit traits desired by beekeepers. Few urban beekeepers are bee breeders due to the inability to
maintain separate mating apiaries (in my research, only Dan and Luc from Humble Bee engaged in this aspect of
beekeeping). While the scientific language and processes may get diluted when used by laypeople, this way of
discussing queens and colonies is very common from honey bee scientists to hobbyist beekeepers (Borst, 2015).
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gives a sense of the emotional connection in spite of the numbers of individual animals, in
describing her first time checking the TBC’s bee hives, noting how she was suddenly handed a
frame full of bees: “I think I wasn’t frightened. I just thought this is really powerful stuff. This is
amazing. You’re holding like 1000, maybe more, bees in your hand. And frames kept flying out.
So it was a full on, you know, sock in the face kind of experience. And I loved it.”
Several beekeeper participants reported talking to bees during routine hive checks. Claire
recounted beginning her hive checks by saying something like “Hi, it’s Claire, I’m here to look at,
you know, check you out.” Sylvia indicated that she often talks to her bees about what’s blooming
in the garden, starting with something like “Hi, how are you doing today? Did you notice that the
irises are open now? Oh look! There are some peonies open.” Fran noted that she often says “just
silly stuff” in the course of various activities, “like when I'm lifting up a frame I'll often say ‘up’
or something, you know, just, I sometimes go in and tell them what’s going on. But I haven’t really
done a telling of the bees. John is more inclined to do that. He’ll report what’s up that day or that
week.” The telling of the bees she refers to is an old practice, reported to have been practised in
several European countries as well as Northeastern U.S., in which beekeepers tell bees about
notable things that have happened in their life since the last hive check, especially births and deaths
(Burnside, 2015). In some places, this practice also involved including bee hives in the mourning
of family members of the beekeeper, or of the beekeeper herself, by telling them about the death
and covering the hive(s) in a mourning cloak (Morley, 1899).
These stories and routines shared by my participants give a compelling picture of how
many beekeepers form strong emotional attachments to their bee colonies, and clearly resonate
with some long-established traditions. Bill retold a moving account to me about how he had asked
his wife when she was dying if she wanted her ashes to be buried under a linden tree because it is
beloved by honey bees, and that this idea had resonated deeply with her. While many of the
emotions associated with beekeeping discussed in my interviews, evident in participant
observation, and in my own encounters with honey bees are joyful and positive, beekeeping also
involves stories of sadness and loss. For instance, Jenn and Xavier’s hive located in Maureen’s
backyard died late in the fall of 2017, and when I interviewed them together they described the
final demise of the hive as a massacre by wasps. Maureen described how “it felt like a death, really.
I mean it didn’t really feel like a death because I’ve experienced death. But it was really like that,
where your stomach just kind of falls out the bottom right?” Jenn added that she had been “really
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excited about the hive the whole time I was there, but I didn’t realize how emotionally invested I
had gotten with them until they were gone, like, so quickly. It was really, really sad. And you feel
a lot of guilt because you feel responsible as the beekeeper.”
The winter is a particularly worrying time for beekeepers. This comes through in a
comment made by Claire while noting how she intended to get a second hive: “I think that I'll see
how it goes, how they make it through the winter. It’ll kill me if something happens, but I know
that that is something that can happen.” When some people feel excited about abnormally warm
days in February, beekeepers worry that their bees may not survive the thaw and freeze cycle, and
generally hold their breath until the first week of spring when temperatures are consistently above
12oC and they can safely check on their hives to see if they survived. Doug described this fear
well, noting how their motivations shift: “We like honey, but it’s not just about the honey. It’s kind
of like the goal [but] the goal seems to change. So the goal now is getting them well enough that
they’ll make it to the winter and then springtime we’ll have a new goal.” The emotion of losing a
hive can be devastating, especially for beekeepers who have formed a strong attachment to a
particular colony, and even when all available best practices have been employed to help a colony
survive the winter, it can feel like an immense loss whenever overwintering mortalities occur.
Taken together, I believe that these stories and reflections make it clear that beekeepers can
form deep emotional attachments to colonies, and some of the reasons why this is possible. Yet
while honey bee colonies may have certain characteristics that are knowable to experienced
observers, from patterns of behaviour to health conditions, it still seems unlikely that people can
ever come to know worker bees as individual animals. This is a considerable stumbling block for
the inclusion of insects in animal advocacy, and may be why honey bee health is typically cast
solely as an ecological issue, much to the chagrin of native, wild bee advocates. In chapter 6, I
develop a case for why the conditions of honey bees can help us understand some of the pressures
faced by other insects, but this does not obscure the fact that these semi-domesticated, highly
managed, and agriculturally integrated animals are not wild animals and should not simply stand
in for other kinds of bees, which face some related but some distinctive stressors.
I believe that the ability of beekeepers to form meaningful relationships with honey bee
colonies is important. While the nature of beekeeping necessitates a particular focus on queen bees,
as I have emphasized, beekeepers generally tend to feel attached to the colony as a whole. Most of
my beekeeper participants concur with Seeley’s (2011) argument that honey bee colonies comprise
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a super-organism, which is based on extensive research about honey bee decision-making and
communication. This conception resonates with participants’ careful observation of colonies,
which they see not only making collective decisions but having a collective personality. Sylvia
described this conception well:
I’m fascinated with the concept of hive mind. I am completely and totally fascinated by the
fact that each bee is a ‘they’. They look like they’re individuals but they are actually part
of a collective and I think that we just as humans have some much to learn from...I mean I
don’t even know what it is that we have to learn but I think that the concept of the hive
mind is gorgeous.
Experienced beekeepers are highly attuned to the collective behaviour of their colony, such as
changes in sound of the colony’s buzz to indicate agitation or calmness. The pitch of the buzz
indicates the colony is communicating with those beekeepers who choose to listen and are
experienced enough to understand.
Many of the beekeepers I spoke with believe that bees can recognize their beekeeper,
something that may be true, as there is some scientific evidence showing that bees can recognize
human faces (Phillips, 2005). Fran pondered this possibility, and suggested that:
…certainly there’s potential…because they are excellent at pattern recognition and faces
are patterns. I would imagine that they see certain patterns on a regular basis [and] they can
recognize it and certainly you see bees that are flying right in front of your eyes and nose
there and really scrutinizing you and they’re not being aggressive.
Claire described feeling confident that the bees she cares for recognize her as their beekeeper,
insisting that “they know who I am and that I'm there to help them.” Further, she also believes that
they come to check on her when she is at a conservation area close to her hive, noting that “I
paddleboard on Sharon Creek. I actually think my bees come and visit me when I'm out there
because I'll see a little bee and I'm like they're checking in on me now instead of vice versa.”
As indicated earlier, beekeepers are careful not to express fear and anxiety and there may
well be a strong scientific basis for this, as it may be possible for honey bees to sense human
emotions, especially fear and anger, after so many centuries of co-evolution. Although this is partly
speculative and under-researched, there is some research that indicates that honey bees have a
sophisticated sense of smell (Robertson & Wanner, 2006). Many beekeepers believe that bees can
sense when they are agitated or fearful, which could be transmitted through the bees’ sense of
smell. This possibility opens up a whole new aspect of the embodied, sensuous human/bee
relationship, if our bodies are communicating with the bees beyond our conscious intent. Although
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honey bees generally do not like having their hive opened up by anyone, they seem to react more
defensively when the person or people are feeling scared, tense, or angry. Beekeepers reported to
me that bees are more likely to sting when a person is agitated as opposed to when a person is
calm, even if their outward behaviours are similar. This may be because the movements of calm
beekeepers are less clumsy, less rushed, and more mindful, but it may also be that bees can pick
up on the energy or emotions of beekeepers. The extent of this belief is reflected in the fact that
many of my beekeeper participants describing spending a significant amount of mental energy
trying to remain calm, almost meditative, when conducting hive checks – which in turn translates
to a more time-consuming process.
Urban beekeepers spend time in the hive cultivating relationships with bees, largely
through attuning their senses to the bees and finding ways to communicate with them, often
through our bodies. When bees indicate their agitation by increasing the pitch of their buzz,
attentive beekeepers will hear this and respectfully close up the hive or work quickly yet carefully
to finish their work, which is one clear demonstration of how successful communication between
the bee colony and the beekeeper can occur.

4.6. The regulation of urban honey bees
In Ontario, beekeeping is highly regulated by OMAFRA, with the Ontario Bees Act laying
out the rules for beekeeping in the province and OMAFRA inspectors enforcing the rules and
providing support to beekeepers. The Ontario Bees Act mostly contains biosecurity rules that are
aimed at limiting and monitoring the spread of honey bee pests and pathogens. It also contains
rules about who owns bees when they swarm and whether or not beekeepers can access private
land to capture a swarm from one of their hives. It is notable that no distinction is made in this
document between rural and urban, which obviously implies that there are no rules about
beekeeping that are specific to cities. However, Line 19 of the Bees Act, which is referred to as
either the distance rule or the setback rule, may not be explicit with respect to cities but effectively
renders most urban beekeeping operations illegal. Line 19 states that:
Location of hives
19 (1) No person shall place hives or leave hives containing bees within 30 metres of a
property line separating the land on which the hives are placed or left from land occupied as
a dwelling or used for a community center, public park or other place of public assembly or
recreation. 2002, c. 17, Sched. F, Table. (OMAFRA, 2019)
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It is important to note that the distance outlined here refers to the fact that a hive cannot be
within a radius of 30 m (100 feet) of another property, and very few residential properties in either
London or Toronto are large enough to fulfil this rule, nor are many commercial properties. Yet
while this would seem to preclude almost all urban beekeeping in Ontario, urban beekeepers have
persisted and most hives are located on sites that violate the setback rule, with the recognition that
this law is exclusively enforced on a complaints basis, similar to municipal bylaws about property
aesthetics. Yet while the setback rule does not dissuade the most enthusiastic people from urban
beekeeping, as some participants mentioned, it may serve to discourage some people who might
otherwise be drawn to beekeeping.
Another problem associated with the setback rule is that it may cause or exacerbate tensions
between neighbours, as well as encouraging some beekeepers to keep their bees in more secretive
locations or fail to openly communicate their activities. In order to lodge a complaint, people
(which can be anyone, not only neighbours) have to write a letter to OMAFRA identifying where
the setback rule is being violated (personal communication, 2016). In addition to his work with
Humble Bee and the TBC, Dan had worked for a time as an OMAFRA bee inspector, and in our
interview he indicted that there are only a few complaints about the setback rule every year, and
they tend to occur in both urban and rural areas. In rural areas, he explained, there is sometimes a
complaint if hives are located close to the property line. He felt that some of the complaints he
received and had to enforce as a bee inspector seemed to be driven by longstanding neighbour
conflicts that extended beyond beekeeping, and some with a vindictive spirit. Chapter 5 will pick
up on this subject of complaints-based laws and how they can cause significant problems between
neighbours.
At the time of this writing, OMAFRA is in the process of reviewing the setback rule, partly
because this rule is widely believed to prevent some urban beekeepers, especially hobbyists, from
registering their hives with OMAFRA, which is compulsory. Due to biosecurity concerns,
OMAFRA wants to know the location of all bee hives in the province as well as the contact details
of the beekeepers, partly so that if a new pest enters the region (as has recently occurred with the
northward migration of the small hive beetle from the U.S.) it is better able to track and monitor
its movements. From my own entanglements with OMAFRA and personal communication with
staff, I have learned that when beekeepers register hives or an apiary, OMAFRA staff do not show
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up to check and see if the location complies with the setback rule. Even after being told to remove
my beehives in 2015, following the first complaint I received, I moved them back the following
year and registered them with no questions from the regional bee inspector or other OMAFRA
staff.
Although the setback rule can clearly pose problems for some urban beekeepers, it is not a
rule that seems to be aimed at preventing urban beekeeping altogether. Unfortunately, I was not
able to secure an interview with the chief apiarist of Ontario for my research to ask about the
motivation for the setback rule. Several conversations with beekeepers in the course of my research
indicated a considerable level of confusion about the purpose and origin of this rule. My bestinformed guess is that this rule was developed to try to deal with conflict that arises when an
ownable animal like bees has agency in terms of movement. Honey bees are technically considered
a commodity that are owned by individual beekeepers, collectives, and commercial enterprises,
but they cannot be entirely controlled and their semi-domesticated nature, particularly their
swarming behaviour, can create considerable complications. In fact, much of the Bees Act pertains
to swarming and its complications. For example:
Right of owner to pursue and recover swarm
3 (1) Subject to subsections (2), (3) and (4), where a swarm of bees leaves a hive, the owner
of the swarm may enter upon the premises of any person and recover the swarm. R.S.O.
1990, c. B.6, s. 3 (1).
When right of property in swarm lost
(4) Where a swarm of bees leaves a hive and settles in an occupied hive owned by a person
other than the owner of the swarm, the owner of the swarm loses all right of property in the
swarm. R.S.O. 1990, c. B.6, s. 3 (4).
If OMAFRA does changes the setback rule in the Ontario Bees Act, many beekeepers fear
it will be replaced with more restrictive rules that further impede participation, which is especially
worrying since it has jurisdiction over municipalities. Currently no municipality can pass bylaws
that contravene it and so few municipalities in Ontario have explicit rules about beekeeping,
although many prohibit the keeping of chickens and other livestock. Urban beekeepers are also
concerned with what may happen if municipalities are able to set their own rules about urban
beekeeping when the Bees Act changes, especially in cities like Toronto where there is some
governmental hostility to urban beekeeping.
As someone who had my honey bees removed twice due to complaints over the violation of
the setback rule, I expected that most if not all of the beekeepers I spoke with would support the
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elimination of the rule. However, I found that my beekeeper participants are divided on this issue.
Several participants indicated their hope that the status quo would remain, because it allows urban
beekeeping to lie in a grey area that leads to a certain amount of freedom, or at least noninterference, from OMAFRA. However, other participants argued strongly against this, as they see
certain problems with keeping urban beekeeping in this technically illegal but unenforced grey
zone. As indicated, the setback rule inhibits some (quite possibly many) urban beekeepers from
registering their hives with OMAFRA for fear of having their hives removed, and therefore makes
it impossible for OMAFRA to know exactly how many managed bee colonies there are in cities.
For people who are worried about the over-saturation of bee colonies, this is regarded as a serious
problem. The present grey zone of urban beekeeping also puts beekeepers at risk if they are
involved in conflict with neighbours, and means that beehives can be taken away out of spite or
anger and leave beekeepers in vulnerable and frustrating situations. Another central objection to
keeping the status quo is that the setback rule can intensify conflicts between neighbours, as
indicated earlier, much like complaints-based property standard bylaws. The pressures I faced to
practice my beekeeping in secret made me a worse beekeeper, and after a second complaint I felt
compelled to permanently move my hives out of the city onto rural properties in the summer of
2020. After this move, my beekeeping was able to improve as I could be more mindful and
methodical without worrying about my neighbours. One common suggestion made by participants
was that, in lieu of a setback rule, beekeepers should at least be required to make simple
adjustments to their backyards, such as installing fences or hedges of at least 6 feet in height in
front of hives, providing a source of water, and having a plan for swarming, all of which may
discourage honey bees from gathering in neighbours backyards or drowning in their pools.
While the setback rule is clearly the primary policy concern of most urban beekeepers in
Ontario, many of my beekeeper participants also strongly believe there needs to be some policy
demanding a level of education or training for all urban beekeepers My sense was that this is
principally motivated by concerns about the failure of some to treat for mites, but when asked what
the content of the education should be, most participants conceded that this would be difficult
given the wide diversity of beekeeping practices. Jill also pointed out that required training may
create unreasonable or unfair barriers, for example excluding beekeepers who have language
barriers.
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Whatever merits there might be for increased government regulation of urban beekeeper
training and certification, I think it needs to be set against the fact that it would create significant
barriers to its practice as a tool of conviviality, as outlined in chapter 2. Illich (1973) argues that
the institutionalization (including corporatization) of knowledge, skills, and expertise undermine
the potential of tools to create conviviality, precisely because it creates a group of experts who
often act as gatekeepers of knowledge, and can lead to elitism, as only certain people are allowed
access. This may also lead to the further commodification of knowledge and skills to an extent that
working people with average incomes cannot participate in the activity. Additionally, there is a
real concern that applying standards or developing certification for urban beekeepers could mimic
the practices of commercial beekeeping, replicating the high use of miticides, the use of
prophylactic antibiotics, and the routine feeding of sugar syrup and pollen patties. These practices,
while necessary for large-scale beekeepers due to the highly unnatural ways that bee lives are
organized, do not allow honey bees to thrive (Johnson, 2015; Martin, 2004; Smith et al., 2013).
The institutionalization of beekeeping practices could also mandate the use of Langstroth hives,
the only hive body used commercially, due to its ease of manipulation. This in turn could squeeze
out more autonomous individual and collective urban beekeeping in favour of large hive-rental
companies such as Montreal-based Alveole. In chapter 6, I return to this subject, and make a case
that organically-managed small-scale and hobbyist beekeeping may be key to more resilient honey
bees.
While I am sensitive to the suggestions that more education and training could enhance the
quality of urban beekeeping, I believe that the institutionalization of urban beekeeping may not be
necessary to encourage people to become more proactive in pest and pathogen management in
their bee colonies. I found in my research that people tend to be more likely to engage in
beekeeping if they perceived it as an urban agriculture activity. This implies that urban bee
advocates should emphasize its food and medicine-producing dimensions in workshops,
educational events, and learning materials about urban honey bees, and explain how this is part of
a long and entangled relationship between human and honey bees. Knowledge sharing about
organic beekeeping practices among urban beekeepers could increase these practices among
people who lean towards non-interventionism. I found that my beekeeper participants tend to be
extremely enthusiastic about continuously learning about honey bees and beekeeping practices,
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which implies that efforts to enhance opportunities for experiential peer-to-peer learning among
urban beekeepers interested in organic methods could significantly increase their use.
A trickier issue that came up at a few points in this chapter and that I will return to in more
detail in chapter 5, in the discussion of pollinator gardening, is that backyard beekeeping requires
a good level of neighbourliness to be successful and enjoyable. Even with rules and guidelines, or
maybe especially because of rules and guidelines, there are risks of conflicts between beekeepers
and their neighbours, which points to the need for strong lines of neighbourly communication and
understanding, if not explicit support. Jill and Doug described a high level of neighbourliness in
their balcony beekeeping, and noted that when their bees swarmed their neighbours informed them
and then excitedly took pictures. On the other hand, my experience was much more conflictive, as
I have indicated, and ultimately I felt pressure to permanently relocate my urban beehives to the
countryside, and I attribute at least part of this outcome to a lack of communication with my
neighbours. In a society in which people are often deeply alienated from even neighbours and coworkers, as well as other-than-humans, as a function of the socioeconomic system, it raises an
extremely challenging question: how can neighbourliness be created where and when it is lacking?
This is certainly not something we can expect to be legislated in a top-down manner from any level
of government, but rather has to be created through interpersonal communication and forms of
neighbourhood democracy, a subject I return to in chapter 7.

4.7. Conclusion: Towards mindful, bee-centred beekeeping
A central argument of this chapter is that hobbyist beekeeping is a sensuous and concrete
human activity that amounts to playful work, an important aspect of which is that brings people
into transformative relationships with honey bees. Hobbyist and small-scale beekeeping is
centered upon connection and care, and their unregimented nature allows beekeepers to move at a
slower pace when conducting hive checks and to be more mindful within the hive. Moore and
Kosut argue that people who work with bees (researchers and beekeepers) should strive towards
“intra-species mindfulness” which entails “an attempt at getting at, and with, another species in
order to move outside of our human selves” and involves, “acquiring new modes of embodied
attention and awareness” (2014, 520) through an engagement of human senses. Along with specific
practices, the slower pace is an important aspect of what I refer to as bee-centred beekeeping. In
practice this requires beekeepers to minimize harming and agitating the colony as a whole and

104

individual bees when conducting hive checks and to ensure the bees are able to exercise as much
agency as possible within the constraints of necessary animal husbandry. As demonstrated
throughout this chapter, hobbyist and small-scale beekeeping allows for the development of
beekeeping that is mindful and bee-centred.
There are no other insects with whom humans can cultivate embodied, emotional, and
sensuous relationships to the extent that can occur with honey bees. This not only makes the human
and honey bee relationship special but a potential catalyst for insect stewardship. The honey bee’s
unique role as a semi-domesticated and highly managed social insect allows people to form
meaningful attachments to and connections with them. This can create an opening for humans to
understand, and even empathize with, insects. This might be the most important aspect of smallscale and hobbyist beekeeping as we move into a future of uncertainty due to climate breakdown,
which is potentially resulting in mass defaunation of insects.
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5. Pollinator gardening as co-creation and disruption
5.1. Introduction
This chapter focuses on the intimate relationships people have with wild native bees
through the practices of pollinator gardening, which entails cultivating a polyculture of plants that
bloom throughout the growing season and creating pollinator habitat to foster what I describe as
spaces of multispecies flourishing. I use the term ‘wild native bees’ to distinguish them from
managed, non-native honey bees, including feral honey bee colonies, which are wild but not native.
In using this term, it is important to recognize that there are both managed native bees and wild
non-native bees in southern Ontario, something I explore in more detail in chapter 6. It is also
important to recognize that the average person cannot distinguish a wild bumble bee from a
managed bumble bee, or a non-native mason bee from a native mason bee, and even many
entomologists can only make out these distinctions using specimens in a lab.
There are estimated to be over 800 species of native bees in Canada, with about half of those
living in Ontario (Colla, 2018). Some wild native bees are specialists, gathering pollen from one
or a few closely related plants (while being nectar generalists), but most are both floral and nectar
generalists (Packer et al., 2007). Most wild native bee species are solitary, with female bees
collecting pollen for their larvae, and most nest in the ground (generally preferring ground with
sparse vegetation) though some species nest in pithy stems or in wood. Among wild native bee
species, bumble bees and some sweat bees are eusocial, living in mostly annual colonies with a
reproductive queen and her sterile worker daughters, with generally only mated queens
overwintering. While this chapter is primarily focused on the wild native bees encountered in
pollinator-friendly spaces, it is important to note that these spaces can also include some
combination of native bees from managed colonies and non-native wild bees (i.e. feral honey bees)
in addition to managed honey bees.
As I discussed in chapters 1 and 2, there is growing popular awareness about the plight of
pollinators, especially bees, which has sparked increasing interest in pollinator gardening.
Although much of the associated media attention and environmental advocacy has focused on
honey bees, some scientists and conservationists have pushed for the need to focus on wild native
bee species, most of which are unmanaged by humans and whose population health and numbers
are largely unknown, with even greater uncertainties among solitary bee species. Efforts to
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promote the flourishing of wild native bees in urban settings often centre around campaigns to
change lawn care practices and encourage people to plant particular native plant species in their
gardens. A central argument that I make in this chapter is that conscious efforts to cultivate
pollinator-friendly gardens can bring people into meaningful co-creative relationships with nonhuman nature. The chapter begins by discussing some of the experiences of pollinator gardeners,
with a focus on how the practices they engage in can bring them into sensuous relationships with
bees and other-than-humans more generally. I then consider how pollinator gardening practices
can disrupt conventional attitudes about lawns, including problematizing the nature of ‘weeds’,
and make an argument that challenging the hegemonic conception of lawns is crucial to prospects
for creating landscapes of abundance because of its potential to complicate ideas of belonging and
allow for multispecies flourishing.
This chapter is principally based on participant observation and qualitative interviews with
20 people who describe themselves as pollinator gardeners (13 in London, 7 in Toronto), 9 of
whom are also honey beekeepers or have a strong interest in honey bees in addition to their deep
concern for wild native bees. These interviews took two basic forms: sitting down for interviews
in a home, garden, or coffee shop, and ‘walking while talking’ interviews (13) in which the
gardener gave me a tour of their front and backyards and, in one case, neighbourhood (Pitt, 2015).
Although some native bee advocates speak as if there is an inherent divide between people who
love honey bees and people who love native bees, my research indicates that this is an exaggerated
and unhelpful characterization, as many people love both. Although most of the pollinator
gardeners I interviewed are focused on creating spaces in which all bee species can flourish, two
are particularly enamoured with and focused on butterflies. I included them in this research
because their experience with pollinator gardening, although not directly focused on bees,
nonetheless illuminates how people can form sensuous, embodied, and spatially bound
relationships with insects. As in chapter 4, I also draw on my own experiences at a few points, and
as with the preceding chapter I use pseudonyms throughout, except for those expert participants
who indicated that I could use their real names and titles.

5.2. The playful work of pollinator gardening
It is hard to describe the magic of a garden in which pollinators are flourishing. Although
I engage in multiple forms of gardening in my backyard, including vegetable gardening aimed at
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producing some of my family’s food, there is something special about the garden beds I have
created specifically for pollinators. I have spent many summer afternoons, with the sun warm
against my face, watching bees, butterflies, hummingbird moths, wasps, and other insects fly from
flower to flower sipping nectar and gathering pollen. I have felt almost intoxicated by the colours
and sweet scents of the flowers and enchanted by the movements of the insects.
In the course of my research, I found that many of my participants share my sense of
pollinator gardens as enchanted spaces, as they often described very familiar perceptions and
experiences. Although seemingly very different activities, there are important similarities between
pollinator gardening and hobbyist beekeeping, as both bring people into relationships with insects
and both are sensuous practices that require considerable time, energy, and skill, but are not tied
directly to livelihood or subsistence for most people (though they can contribute to meeting some
basic needs). Both are acts of useful doing that embody the playful work that tends to be
discouraged as adults in capitalist societies, or which is simply precluded by exhaustion or timestress. They are also activities that nurture a diversity of life, and where that life can replicate itself
largely outside of the reaches of capitalism. So while capitalist imperatives might shape the nature
of the landscapes they inhabit, honey bees still swarm and perennial plants still go to seed and also
multiply through runners and roots. They represent other-than-human natures that cannot be fully
commoditized, because while they can be encouraged (and discouraged) they can never be fully
controlled by humans.
Some social scientists acknowledge that plants have agency and a certain degree of
autonomy (Brice, 2014; Ryan, 2012; Pitt, 2015). ‘Planty agency’ can be seen when plants grow
where they want and shape human behaviour in ways that encourage the further flourishing of
their species along with complementary plants and animals (Brice, 2014). Robbins (2007)
discusses the planty agency of non-native grasses, which have successfully colonized a large
amount of the North American landscape, partly through their own physiological activity and
partly through humans, who are dedicated to their propagation and keeping them in an immature
stage of their lifecycle. In order to create spaces in which wild native bees flourish, humans must
nurture specific plants based on scientific evidence about their habitats and key food sources.
While this can vary to some degree for different wild bee species, in general it requires planting a
variety of perennial plants, with an emphasis on ones that are native to the bioregion (Pardee &
Philpott, 2014; Morandin & Kremen, 2012). In this way, pollinator gardening can be understood
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as native plants acting to partly shape human-managed biodiverse landscapes, in a similar way to
how Robbins characterizes non-native grasses acting to foster human-managed lawn landscapes –
though with a drastically different outcome.
Pollinator gardening is a deeply sensuous activity that typifies playful work and is distinct
from vegetable gardening. While vegetable gardening is also sensuous, embodied, and meaningful
for gardeners, there is a focus on obtaining a human-oriented outcome. If a plant does not produce
a crop as expected in a vegetable garden (especially for more than one season), a gardener is likely
to consider it unsuccessful and may not grow it again, or may attempt to grow it under changed
conditions. In contrast, pollinator gardening typically does not produce anything other than nectar
and pollen for pollinators, with the main purpose of providing food and habitat for bees and
butterflies. Although pollinator gardeners can obviously cherish the aesthetics of the garden and
experience delight and beauty in observing pollinators, in general human needs can be seen to be
secondary. Throughout the course of my research, my pollinator gardener participants consistently
described how pursuing this activity brought them pleasure. Mariam, a pollinator gardener in
London, summarized this well, explaining that “the pleasure of being in a garden is part of it [her
motivation], and seeing things grow, and to see the bees and the butterflies. I get great pleasure
from that.” She also gave an illuminating description of the changes that she’s noticed since
planting native plants in her boulevard: “last summer, there was a buzz in the boulevard section
that is all native. It was fabulous. The sound was just beautiful. They were there. And there was a
lot of different butterflies in the garden also. So, I think that they are starting to know that there
are possibilities here.” Roger is a honey bee researcher at York University who has an extensive
native plant backyard in central Toronto, and he also gave a good sense of the key motivations
behind pollinator gardening, which for him is at once oriented towards the more-than-human while
providing enjoyment as well as a basis for education (Figure 5.1). When I asked Roger what
motivates him to maintain his garden, he explained:
One is for my personal pleasure where I simply try to enjoy flowers and the variety of bees
that come to them and that’s one of the reasons why my continued battle with the racoons
is important to me because there's a plant, pickerelweed in the pond, which attracts a very
rare kind of native bee but the racoons like to munch it. So that’s for my pleasure and then
as a community engagement activity I teach people to do pollinator gardens and help get
them installed.
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When I asked my pollinator gardener participants what this activity brings to their lives,
the answers had very strong echoes to the sorts of answers given by my urban beekeeper
participants, including regular use of terms like ‘delight’, ‘joy’, and ‘awe’. Gabor Sass, an ecologist
and gardener in London who has founded several community garden initiatives, described his
motivation in clear terms, stating simply that “I love it. And in fact, when I walk through my garden
and I see the various plants buzzing with them, [I feel] joy, overjoyed.”
Figure 5.1
Roger’s Red Bud

Note: In addition to a backyard containing rare native pollinator plants, Roger has a pollinator front garden that he
claims contains the largest Red Bud tree in Toronto (the tree with pink blooms) which was the site of a citizen science
study about native bee diversity.

Carol, a student in the Sustainable Urban Beekeeping program at Humber College who is
also an enthusiastic gardener, clearly distinguished the sense of enjoyment she gets from the work
done at her paid job and the work done in her garden, which illustrates the differences between
abstract labour and useful-doing. She described working long hours during weekdays, including
long commutes on public transit, and how she cherished her time in the garden, both because of
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the direct enjoyment it brings and because of how this helps her relax from her weekly working
rhythm:
I would spend almost all my spare time in my garden if I can, but I don’t because I work
in the West End. I’m not usually in the garden during the week, I might go through and
pick off a few things, pull a few weeds and that kind of thing. But I don't do anything really
extensive. On the weekends I’ll probably spend, If I’m lucky, I spend six hours in my
garden…It’s almost like meditation without sitting doing nothing sort of thing. Like, you
can be busy and accomplish something. But you’re not really thinking about a lot except
for like, clearing some weeds or that kind of thing. So, it’s a meditative sort of thing. Its
relaxing. I started it when my kids were little cause, I’d be like, ‘Oh, I need to go out and
garden’. It’s a way for me to unwind.
Roberta is a member of the TBC as well as being a prolific home-based and community gardener,
including at a community greenhouse, and she conveyed a sense of the mindfulness she cultivates
in relation to native bees when I asked her how she feels when encountering a native bee, which
stems from her first impulse of feeling “curious. I want to know what kind of bee it is. And I want
to slow down and see where it’s gonna land and see if I can see the details. And I’m always happy
to see a bee of any kind, and most living, crawling, flying, buzzing things. I like critters.”
Many of my pollinator gardener participants also engage in vegetable or herb gardening
and have fruit trees, but even when food and pollinator gardening are integrated together closely
(as is often the case), pollinator gardening was generally identified as a distinct practice. Some
participants made a clear distinction between the motivations for vegetable gardening, which is
done to help feed their family, and pollinator gardening, which is done to help them connect more
with non-human nature. Carolyn is a vegetable and pollinator gardener in London, and she
described her motivations for vegetable gardening along the lines of being a task of social
reproduction, noting how she began vegetable gardening when her children were young because
she wanted to feed them organic vegetables. While this might have brought her some joy, she also
indicated that her priorities had changed over time, and she saw pollinator gardening as being
something that was more fun to pursue in her retirement:
When we moved here, I knew that I wanted to make it something that I would really enjoy
looking at, and just spending time in and hanging out in and not necessarily, you know, we
were retiring then. And it just wasn’t so essential that everything had to feed somebody or
be useful in that sense. I could play with stuff. I kind of enjoyed that playing-with.
Mariam described how she made a similar transition from focusing on vegetable gardening
towards focusing on pollinator gardening after her children left home. For these women, pollinator
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gardening, more so than vegetable gardening, typified the playful work described by Ferguson
(2017).
For some other pollinator garden participants, it was clear that extensive vegetable gardens
and fruit trees and the social reproductive work of growing food for household consumption was
the biggest priority, with pollinator gardening a complementary activity that could be easily
integrated. Gabor provides a good example of this, as he not only has an extremely abundant home
food garden, but he initiated the creation of a public food forest in his own neighbourhood as well
as a food forest and community garden in a nearby neighbourhood. In discussing the evolution of
his garden, which is visible to the sidewalk as he has a large corner lot with no private backyard,
he indicates the educational power of his unique lot as well as indicating some of the trade-offs in
his expanded food production:
I was thinking more along the lines of integrated gardening the permaculture way. So, over
the past, let’s say 5 to 10 years, I’ve started phasing in the fruit and nut trees and shrubs.
Many, many flowers have gone. I’ve taken over more of the lawn. And kind of integrating
it all. And it’s still…evolving. And then over the years, I moved on to the boulevard,
planted trees and flowers and shrubs out there as well.
…It’s a side yard [so] it’s very visible. You know, they everyone makes jokes about my
jungle. It’s a corner lot. It’s a special place in the neighbourhood to be on the corner.
Because, well you don't really have a backyard, it’s a side yard. And so, any of my
gardening, you know, I can see the neighbors and they can see me. And then especially
when I moved on to the boulevard, like I’m out there, and they’re walking two feet from
me right. They’re bound to say something. And so that’s how I met most of them through
the gardening.
As is clear from this quote, Gabor places a high priority on increasing local food production and
sees this is an important message to convey to neighbours, and he also recognizes that increasing
food for humans (especially with fruit and nut trees and shrubs) means needing the work of
pollinators. The relationship between pollinators and fruit-producing trees and herbaceous plants
is what encouraged him to plant flowers in the boulevard (Figure 5.2). It is also notable he is one
of the main organizers of the Pollinator Pathway Project in London, which is working to expand
urban habitats for pollinators through re-naturalization efforts.

112

Figure 5.2
Gabor’s Corner Lot.

Note: Everything outside the white fence is technically public land. Gabor installed the message board, which is used
by his neighbours. Photo by author.

Sara is a pollinator gardener in London who focuses on cultivating native plants to attract
butterflies, and she described how this activity adds something to her life that she cannot get in
other ways. When I asked her what gardening brings to her life, she stressed both its playful and
intellectual dimensions, noting that it fosters a “really a childlike fascination for science.”
Although she plainly indicated that she “would never consider myself a ‘science person’,” she also
noted how it greatly expanded her horizons: “It takes me to places I never thought it would. In any
other aspects of my life, I feel like gardening is what make me knowledgeable just about general
things.” During our tour of her backyard, it was clear to me just how knowledgeable she is about
gardening. She and her youngest child keep detailed records of the butterflies they spot in their
garden, which further illustrates both the playful and intellectually-invigorating dimensions of
pollinator gardening that make it so enjoyable for her.
Serena is a TBC member who is also a pollinator gardener and, like Sara, one of her
favourite aspects of this activity is how it allows her to continue learning along with her kids. In
Serena’s case, she was explicit that it was an awareness of the ill-health of bees together with the
experience of raising her children that together led to her gardening journey, which began with her
raising mason bees and joining the TBC:
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I guess just an awareness that they [bees] were in trouble and I started reading more about
them. I feel like once I had kids, I slowed down, I spent more time in green spaces. Doing
things, sitting, picking dandelions, watching bees, like I just started noticing more things
and they notice so many things, I think that’s really what, what the catalyst was. And then,
we try to do a lot of nature-based activities and stuff like that at home…[and I believe] it’s
important for them to have hands-on interactions with things. I feel like they have bigger
takeaways. So, from a parenting perspective, of parenting young children, I thought it
[pollinator gardening] was really valuable that way. And it’s true because they’re not afraid
of bees and they feel like they’re the keeper of these bees and I feel like it makes them
think that…they understand that nature has value, and they shouldn’t be afraid of these
things. Essentially, they develop a relationship with nature and bees and so they’ll be better
citizens for it, better caretakers of the world.
Many of my pollinator gardener participants described this activity, and their fascination and
interactions with pollinators as being an important part of their parenting and grandparenting work.
The obvious educational function of pollinator gardening directly connects it to one of the most
important and arguably undervalued social reproductive tasks: caring for children.
While my pollinator gardener participants identified a range of motivations, the primary
reason overarching them all is a concern about the declining health and population of pollinators,
with a focus on bees and butterflies. Lily, a prolific pollinator gardener in London, conveys this
general motivation succinctly, as well as reflecting on how this benefits her at an emotional level:
“I read the news. I saw that pollinators were in trouble and I love the look of hummingbirds and
butterflies. So, it was partly aesthetic. I partly wanted beauty around me, and birds and bees are a
part of that and the more I got into it the more interested I got at helping all pollinators and not just
the poster children.”
The work that pollinator gardeners pursue in their gardens is mostly aimed at creating
conditions for pollinators to flourish. In order to create these conditions, pollinator gardeners
engage in sensuous human activity that is spatially bound – meaning that it is deeply rooted in
their specific bioregion – and this in turn leads to a strong attachment to place. Roberta has had
the same community garden plot in Toronto for 45 years, which is primarily devoted to native
plants. In reflecting on the meaning of the garden, which she used to work with her late husband,
her strong attachment to place came through:
I’ve been nurturing it. I’ve been neglecting it. I’ve been abusing it. I’ve been eating it. …
it’s been very, very comforting. And I keep thinking, [about] my husband, he worked that
for 25 years, and he would sweat. And I keep thinking that every time he was sweating, he
was dripping his sweat into that garden. So, I sort of feel like I never want to give it up.
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Working a garden for a long period of time can lead to an intimate knowledge about the
conditions of the soil, such as whether it is dry or moist, lacking in organic matter, sandy or heavy
with clay. While this intimate relationship to the soil is common to all types of gardening (at least
for serious gardeners), pollinator gardeners can face particular challenges, especially at the outset,
as most species of native plants thrive once established but will take off only under the right initial
conditions. For example, woodland plants need moist, nutrient-rich soil and partial shade and
simply will not thrive in full sun with sandy soil, while meadow plants need sun and well-draining
soil.
My pollinator gardener participants consistently expressed taking great pride in their ability
to attract an abundance of individual pollinators and wide diversity of species to their gardens, as
well as spending considerable time observing them. Some of my participants described how they
enjoyed learning to identify specific species of bees and butterflies. For instance, Serena reflected
on how she started to notice the insects visiting her garden, and that:
…once I started doing it, I started noticing these, …different bees that I couldn’t identify,
which is interesting. And wasps and bugs. And so, we’ve cut back our mint bush but we
just let it get really big last year and it was just flowering and it was amazing how many
pollinators were attracted to it and how they all [her kids] … went up and took a close look.
Yeah, we enjoy it.
Serena shares her gardening tasks with her three young daughters, including the raising of mason
bees and praying mantises, and she explained how it is part of a process of continual learning:
Certainly when I started gardening, I don’t think I really made the connection [between
specific plants and insects] and since having bees I like allowing the mint to [flower]. [For
instance] last year we just decided we were going to just let it [the mint] take over and let
the whole thing flower. And then it was like this haven and I feel like that was really nice
to watch all the bees come and the variety you see when walking around the city.
Most of my pollinator gardener participants indicated that while they are trying to support
a diversity of insects they nevertheless hold onto the hope of attracting one or two favourite
species. For instance, Carolyn noted how she is particularly enchanted by the green sweat bee and
the golden digger wasp, and could even recall her first encounter with a metallic green sweat bee:
“seeing the first little green iridescent one was like, Ahhhhhh! That was very positive. I can’t
believe that this beautiful little creature is real.” As indicated earlier, Roger is trying to help
pollinators in a general sense, but he is especially keen to attract a rare native bee to his backyard
pond by growing pickerelweed. While the pollinator gardeners I spoke with had varying levels of
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knowledge about the diversity, habitat demands, and health of native bees, they all had a general
sense that native bees are mostly solitary and nest in the ground or in cavities (Figure 5.3).
Figure 5.3
Green metallic bees

Note: Two green bees that commonly live in cities in Ontario. They are most likely in the Agapostemon genus and
may be a male and female of the same species. The photo on the bottom left are nests made by green metallic bees in
Carol’s yard. Photos by author.

Some of my pollinator gardener participants seek to interact with bees by installing a ‘bee
hotel’ which is popular term to describe structures that are intended to mimic the preferred habitat
of some cavity dwelling bees, bees who might otherwise nest in hollow stems or rotting logs and
tree trunks. Bee hotels are becoming increasingly common, not only among pollinator gardeners,
popularity that is reflected in the fact that they are now widely sold in nurseries, garden centres,
hardware stores, and even some large department stores such as Costco. For people who are able
to successfully attract wild native bees, this can be an important way to cultivate a relationship
with a wild insect, something which is otherwise very difficult to do. Serena described how she
and her children made and painted two bee hotels and installed them in their backyard, and
subsequently modified them in various ways to protect the larvae from birds, before purchasing
mason and leafcutter cocoons. She enthusiastically described the experience of witnessing one bee
emerging from its cocoon in her three-year-old daughter’s hand, before reflecting on how
meaningful the raising of bees is in a general sense:
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She was so excited that she wanted another one to immediately hatch. And then she had a
temper tantrum, [be]cause she was only three, and didn’t understand that there wasn’t
another one that was going to hatch immediately…it just hatched and then flew away….
So it was kind of neat, a hands-on experience…I feel like when one hatched in Ella’s hand,
that’s pretty special. Just watching them when they sort of chew their way out is pretty
special. But I like watching the whole lifecycle now. Like now I feel like…it was
interesting, but we harvested the cocoons. I don’t know if it was necessary or not, but I
thought it would give them a better chance if there was a problem and also for the learning
experience, and I thought it was interesting for all of us to do that together.…then when
you see them hatch and you see the population go up, it’s really rewarding…
Carolyn also showed me her bee hotels with pride, noting how, like Serena, she had
modified them to make them bird-proof. She noted how she enjoyed her interactions with the bees
but also felt immense guilt at not cleaning the bee hotels out in the winter. This sense of guilt is
fortified by scientific research (MacIvor & Packer, 2015), as researchers have found evidence that
they can be problematic for bees. In an interview with me, MacIvor pointed out that commercially
sold bee hotels are often not the right length or diameter for wild native bees. Furthermore, many
other animals are attracted to bee hotels, including solitary wasps, non-native solitary bees,
earwigs, and spiders, some of which (e.g. spiders and wasps) may be predators of bees. As Serena
and Carolyn both evidently noticed, given their modifications, bee hotels also create an easy
predation site for insect-eating birds, especially woodpeckers who can easily access the larvae. A
further risk associated with bee hotels is that they can help to spread pathogens among bees in
ways similar to the overcrowding of honey bee colonies in apiaries, as the bees nesting in these
structures live in closer proximity to one another than they would be if they had chosen their own
nesting sites. During our interview, MacIvor showed me several examples of bee hotels that are
not appropriate for wild native bees, as well as an example of a few that he and his students have
designed for their urban-based research projects. Yet at the same time as he is concerned with how
they can have adverse impacts on wild native bees, he is also aware that people like Serena and
Carolyn use them as a way to learn about bees and concedes that they can be a useful education
tool.
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Figure 5.4
Native Bee Hotels

Note: The photo on the left is Serena’s native bee hotel. She has modified it to protect the larvae from woodpeckers.
The photo on the right is my bee hotel which a wasp has made into her home.

Some of my pollinator gardener participants described noticing changes in the number of
insects in their gardens over the years. The conversations on this subject might have been affected
by the fact that the winter of 2018 was particularly cold, followed by a cool spring and a very hot
summer, as several of the gardeners commented specifically on these conditions in describing their
worry about the health of the pollinators visiting their garden. For instance, Gabor expressed some
bigger concerns while reflecting on his observations about insects, noting that he loves “to bump
into them [insects] and interact with them” in his garden, and that he’s “more concerned that I
don’t see them as often. Although I don’t have any hard evidence of my own. I’ve never done any
census. It does seem like there’s fewer of them in the spring.” Concern about the health of wild
native bees has propelled some pollinator gardener participants to go beyond their own yards and
community gardens, and act as stewards for pollinators in the community. As indicated, Gabor is
notable here, both at the level of his own neighbourhood and in London as whole through his
leadership in the Pollinator Pathway Project.
Although it is almost impossible to form an individual relationship with an insect, as
discussed in chapter 4, some pollinator gardener participants indicated to me that they feel deeply
connected with the various species of bees and butterflies that visit their gardens, reporting
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meaningful interactions with individual bees. Serena fondly recalled a moment when her young
child held and “petted” a bumble bee, something her elderly neighbour taught her daughters how
to do, and one of her daughters, who was only 4 years old at the time and was present during the
interview, spontaneously interjected: “One day we pet bumble bees and now we go to a bee hive
and pet some bees in there. We pet bumble bees.” Carol describes a similarly touching inter-species
interaction, though with a butterfly, which she was happy to have shared with her young grandson:
Last year … Michael [her grandson] was here and there’s a dogwood bush here. And we
were looking out the window for some reason and I had seen the chrysalis hanging there.
But like I looked at and I said, ‘Oh my goodness, it looks like it’s going to open any
minute’. So, we just kept checking it and checking it and then we did see it open and we
saw it all come out and everything. So, we were lucky because he was here. He was only
2 at the time …[but] he still remembers it though, because he named it Buddy. And so last
weekend when he was here, we were looking at the caterpillars. So, I said ‘that’s gonna be
a Buddy butterfly’.
In discussing how she has “always enjoyed the bumblebees very much,” Roberta also described
one interaction with a bee that was particularly memorable to her:
I was almost stung by one and I just kind of talked it out of it. I was picking raspberries.
And you know, some raspberries are still blooming while they’ve got fruit on them already.
So I put a hand on it, perfectly reasonable. And it sort of bumblingly decided it was going
to turn around and start to poke me with something. And this was such a slow and
methodical process to decide whether or not it was poking hard enough yet or whatever.
So I just said ‘you know, you don’t have to do that’. …I don’t think they have the venom
in them, I don’t even mean the physical venom [to imply a calm temperament].
As these stories make clear, people undertake the considerable work of establishing, designing and
maintaining a pollinator garden for a variety of reasons, and central among these is the delight of
interacting with and co-creating spaces with wild native bees and other insects.
As I will develop further in the following section, pollinator gardeners are not only forming
new and embodied relationships with insects, but their deep focus on pollinators is propelling them
to be stewards of wild spaces, however small, in cities, that amount to spaces of multispecies
flourishing. A key part of this is helping to regenerate ecological life worlds by encouraging native
plant species to flourish alongside the non-native plants – ‘weedy’ and cultivated – that thrive in
urban landscapes.
5.3. Native plants for native bees
I live in Byron, a higher-income, suburban neighbourhood in London, and every spring I
greatly lament a ritual that begins soon after the snow melts. Trucks with trailers park along the
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streets and the loud sounds of weed whackers, lawn blowers, and mowers fill the air. It can
sometimes feel as though every other house has hired a landscaping company, given the regularity
with which workers arrive to mow, fertilize, trim, aerate, and spray20 the various parcels of private
property, with the primary object of producing neat and lush looking lawns. While lawns are the
dominant aesthetic in my neighbourhood, not everyone has one: some have ornamental garden
beds or shrubs; a handful have front yards that are entirely flower beds (some with an impressive
array of native flowers); and a few brave outliers have front-yard vegetable gardens. While
gardening and lawn care styles may seem completely benign, almost mundane, I believe these
choices are deeply political and, as I discussed in chapter 2, ultimately connected to broad
socioeconomic processes, from colonialism to industrial agriculture to the military industrial
complex. They can also have dramatic impacts on urban wildlife, especially pollinators like bees
and butterflies.
In attempting to allow bees and other pollinators to flourish, and co-create space, the
pollinator gardeners I interviewed are clearly attempting to disrupt the aesthetic of the lawn, with
some more explicit about their broader motivations and the political implications they attach to
lawns than others. My pollinator gardener participants work on a range of scales, but in general I
found that they are guided by two main strategic objectives. The first is to establish plants that
present more forage for bees and other pollinators, and the second is to create habitat for wild
native bees. By far the most common answer that participants gave to my question about pollinator
gardening practices was to indicate that they plant a wide diversity of flowers that bloom
throughout the growing season. Participants also consistently demonstrated an awareness about
the importance of polycultures for pollinator flourishing, with many describing how they pursue
this type gardening as an explicit contrast to (and rejection of) lawns and/or the monocultures of
industrial agriculture. Participants commonly described growing plants native to the region, which
follows clear scientific evidence that native plants provide a better food supply for many species
of native bees and butterflies. Lorraine Johnson is a celebrated gardening and environmental author
and activist based in Toronto, and she explained the primacy of native plants in pollinator
gardening in clear terms during our interview:
There is a cosmetic pesticide ban in cities in Ontario, so landscaping companies typically spray a ‘natural’
herbicide whose brand name is Fiesta. However, Fiesta’s active ingredient is FeHEDTA, chelated iron and it is
classified by the Ontario government as a low-risk biopesticide (OMAFRA, 2017)
20
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My basic belief about gardening with native plants is that it is actually the best way to do
something positive for native pollinators…my first book on Native Plant gardening was
published in 1995, and I was always sort of framing it around different things like drought
tolerance, conserving resources, and creating habitat, whether that’s pollinators or birds,
and the interactions between the two … it’s all connected. My attitude has always been that
it’s all connected, and the best thing you can do is create native plant habitat. Like, there’s
so much we don’t know about, so let’s follow a model that’s worked for… thousands and
thousands of years.
Lorraine also works closely with several scientists as well as the City of Toronto staff. Her
description of her first native plant garden, located near the intersection at Bloor and Bathurst,
indicates the possibilities for pollinator gardening even in dense urban areas with relatively small
amounts of land:
I was at that corner [which] has actually historically been the busiest commercial corner in
the city which is amazing. I didn’t realize that when I lived there, but it was, and I created
this tiny native plant meadow garden, like 10 feet by 12 feet or something. And I had a
hummingbird visit the first summer. Now I now know that hummingbirds are not actually
the biggest pollinator, but it was very instructive to me and my attitude ever since has been,
you create that habitat and the creatures will follow you.
Most of my pollinator gardener participants work to increase the variety and total amount of native
plants in their garden. Roger is a very good example of this, nurturing many different species of
native plants in his backyard, and his detailed description of just a small patch of it, which he gave
during our walking-while-talking interview, illuminates the sort of care and knowledge this can
involve:
…one of the plants that’s growing but not yet blooming in there, those taller green leaves
at the back, that’s in the genus agastache which they call hyssop. There’s purplish
agastache they call anise, this has a whiteish, yellow spire of flowers and if people have
room they are the very best native plants for mid-summer because it blooms for a very long
period, all hyssops do that. Extremely popular with all kinds of pollinators, and then it
forms little hard seeds on the stem and goldfinches love it and you can sit there with a
camera in August and see butterflies, bees, and goldfinches all over the flowers.
As I have indicated, a concern for wild native bees is a central motivation for pollinator gardening.
Mariam encapsulates this well, noting that her garden is meant to serve bees “because it’s all native
plants,” and that the more she has come to learn about bees the more she has been committed to
“doing only native.” As noted, Gabor is someone who takes fostering pollinator habitat “as an
explicit goal” in both his neighbourhood and through the Pollinator Pathways Project, and in
discussing his own yard he pointed out that “under the maple at the front, the Norway Maple, I'm
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going to take out all the grass and I'm going to plant all native flowers,” as well as transforming
the boulevards outside his home into elaborate native plant gardens. Like Gabor, Mariam is also
turning the boulevard outside her home into a lovely garden filled with native plants. Lorraine
argues that highly visible demonstration sites of native plant gardens, such as these boulevard
gardens, are essential to overturn the commonly held notion that gardens filled with non-native
plants are more beautiful noting that she wishes “we had more demonstration gardens, native plant
gardens and habitat creation projects in a range of styles because I think that would help people,
and signage that tells people about native plants, and public education.”
Sara described how she is determined to increase native plants in her garden, and though
this can be complicated given how many non-native plants are now established in our landscape,
she indicated that she tries to “stick to what the books say are native to Ontario or, I try to be as
close as I can.” Like Lorraine, she described her first attempt to cultivate a small native garden as
an inspiring experience that helped encourage her further: “my last apartment had a very skinny
piece of grass. My landlord used to let me dig it up and put plants in but that was my first technical
native garden. It was only native plants and I was really proud of it, even though it was small, it
was my first time I got into that.”
Although my pollinator gardener participants consistently recognized that native plants are
essential for pollinator health, they often expressed a pragmatic approach to this, recognizing that
it is more of a general aspiration than an absolute target, and that some non-native plants might
have value for pollinators. Roger conveys this well in describing his general approach:
I was an ordinary gardener before I became a native plant and pollinator gardener. So
gradually more of the garden is becoming native plants but I don’t say 100% one or the
other. And when people ask me for pollinators, I tell them whatever blooms the longest
and has the most pollen and nectar.
This pragmatism is also influenced by the fact that many gardeners hold attachments to certain
non-native plant species that make them unwilling to commit to entirely native plants. Lily
captures this sentiment well, noting that “I like the showiness of some non-natives [though] I’m
coming to greater appreciation of natives for what they can do for the native fauna and I found
more that the more I look, the more I like them.” Pragmatic approaches are also influenced, for
some, by commitments to growing a productive, edible garden for household consumption in
addition to the goal of supporting pollinators, with Gabor as good example of this as discussed
earlier.
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My pollinator gardener participants tend to seek out native plants in a variety of ways,
including from garden centres, nurseries, and plant sales run by different organizations, as well as
buying and, in some cases, gathering seeds. A few participants developed the skill of starting native
perennial seeds and successfully growing them into mature plants, which can be difficult to learn
depending on the species, and is much different than starting vegetable and annual flower seeds.
A sense of this difficulty is conveyed by Sara when she described her attempts to start a few native
plants from seed:
So Joe Pye Weed for instance. I tried it a couple different ways for three years now: my
freezer, doing it outside naturally in a bottle or something like where you had moisture,
and let them freeze and thaw naturally. I've tried the same with milkweed. The only way I
get milkweed is if I steal it from somewhere.
My pollinator gardener participants sought out information about native plants from a
variety of sources including online resources, books, horticultural societies, and both formal and
informal organizations. Some also reported facing certain challenges in their efforts to expand the
scale or scope of their native plant gardens, mainly in obtaining certain varieties of plants and the
difficultly of starting them from seed. While there is no clear empirical evidence to support this,
some participants indicated that growing concerns about pollinator health among the general
public could be increasing the interest in native plant gardens, and given that native plants are
mostly perennials that take a year or two to establish before blooming, it will take time for various
commercial and non-profit organizations propagating them to keep up with rising demand.
Carolinian Canada, an environmental non-governmental organization in Southern Ontario that is
dedicated to promoting ecological restoration within the Carolinian Life Zone (the bioregion that
roughly stretches southward below a line between Toronto and Goderich), sponsored conferences
in 2018 and 2020 about growing and supporting the native plant industry (Carolinian Canada,
n.d.). While there are some native plant species that are widely available in nurseries and garden
centres, such as Purple Coneflower and Black-eyed Susan, they are often cultivars of a wild
species, and some scientific studies indicate cultivars may not contain as much nectar or pollen as
the ‘true-to-seed’ original variety out of which they are developed (White, 2016; Baisden et al.,
2018). In short, once people develop an interest in planting a wider variety of native plants, it is
not a straightforward exercise: they can find it hard to find some native plant species and noncultivar varieties.
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Another reason that some pollinator gardeners take a pragmatic approach and are willing
to accept some non-native plants is that they are not convinced that gardens with exclusively native
plants are necessarily best for pollinators, partly due to their own experiences witnessing
pollinators flock to a variety of flowers. Sylvia is a backyard beekeeper and member of LUBC and
illustrates this perspective well, as she grows some native plants in her extensive garden, which is
geared towards both producing food and supporting pollinators, but she expressed some skepticism
that native plants were necessarily the best for pollinators, and certainly did not feel they were
easiest for gardeners. This perspective is partly derived from her long experience as a landscape
designer, from which she is now retired, and in reflecting on the value of native versus non-native
plants in gardens she described wanting to engage in gardening that does not feel like ‘work’:
Define native, Becky. Native when [and what does that mean] in this changing climate?
…I think that [the divide between native and non-native plants is] irrelevant. It’s really
quite irrelevant to me. What’s really relevant to me is whether a plant will spread. how
much I have to keep after it. Cuz I’ve worked in too many gardens for too many years to
be willing to work with plants that are a pain in the ass. So, if it’s going to self-seed, I cut
all the flowers off as soon as they bloom. If it’s going to spread, I generally won’t even
have it in my yard except forget-me-nots… if you’re a true believer [i.e. aspiring to have a
‘pure’ native garden], you’ll be a true believer babe. And I’m not a true believer.
Some participants expressed a view that many non-native plants can be seen to have essentially
naturalized in the sense that ecosystems have adapted to their presence and some introduced plants
do not directly outcompete native species or have filled a similar niche to the species they have
largely or entirely displaced. Such attitudes reflect what Tsing (2015) calls assemblages of
ecological life worlds that can flourish in spite of the destruction that has happened to ecosystems
(without dismissing the fact that some invasive species have played a significant role in this
destruction over the course of centuries).
As the preceding discussion makes clear, both the specific practices of native gardening
and the movement seeking to promote it are complex and filled with some lively debates. I
encountered a good example of this in March 2018, when I attended an annual event put on by
Pollination Guelph, an organization that advocates and creates landscapes for native pollinators in
the city of Guelph, Ontario. The event attracts bee and butterfly enthusiasts from across Southern
Ontario and regularly sells out, and includes several booths of native plant nurseries and other
advocacy or interest-based groups. It is a lovely event in many ways, and not the sort of space
where one might expect a confrontation, so I was a bit taken aback when I was confronted by the
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woman in the booth of the Native Plant Society of North America while I was admiring their
literature, who scolded me in a surprisingly accusing tone for the dandelion tattoo on my chest:
“That’s not a native plant!” Clearly, she disapproved of the fact that I evidently liked a non-native
plant, even one that has been established on the continent for hundreds of years. I laughed it off to
a degree, finding it amusing that she would have the audacity to scold another adult for their choice
of a tattoo, but it did make me ponder the moralism of some especially aggressive native plant
advocates. Another incident that shone a light on some of the tensions and complexities
surrounding native plant advocacy occurred when a beekeeper and fellow member of the TBC
recounted a meeting of a native plant society she attended, where a leading member of the group
suggested making t-shirts that played off of a xenophobic, racist slogan and simply substituting
non-native plants for the unwelcome groups of humans. While there are racists and xenophobes in
all sectors of Canadian society, some scholars have warned that ‘nativism’ is prominent within
some environmentalist movements, including native plant societies, and this is a topic has been
hotly debated for years within invasion ecology (Hettinger, 2001; Keulartz & van der Weele,
2009).
The native plant gardening, ecological restoration, and rewilding movements contain a
range of tensions, contradictions, and complexity that are beyond the scope of this dissertation, but
to think critically about the nature of pollinator gardening it is important to reflect on how some
of its advocates divide plants into ‘good’ and ‘bad’ categories. For some, to grow – or, as my
dandelion confrontation illustrates – even simply like one of the ‘bad’ plants is taboo. Bad plants,
in this conception, need to be eradicated using any means available, including herbicides. Many
advocates of native plants and people working in ecological restoration do not hesitate to use
herbicides, with glyphosate especially common on large-scale, public restoration projects. Some
scientists are concerned more about establishing ‘best practices’ for herbicide use in ecological
restoration (McManamen et al., 2018; Bonello & Judd, 2019), while only rarely questioning their
use. The basic justification for using herbicides in ecological restoration is that the benefits to the
ecosystem of removing invasive plants overrides the negative impacts of introducing persistent
toxins. Wagner et al. (2016) note that neither Canada nor Mexico track the use of herbicides in
public ecological restoration projects, while in the US, which does, half a million hectares of public
lands were sprayed with herbicides (mostly glyphosate) in 2010.
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Although cosmetic pesticide use is restricted in Ontario cities, herbicides do get used in
ecological restoration projects in urban areas, including in London and Toronto. They are also
sometimes used by city staff for purely aesthetic reasons, such as killing ‘weeds’ growing through
concrete (City of London, 2020). An emerging body of evidence is demonstrating that glyphosate,
long considered relatively benign, may harm pollinators, especially in synergy with other toxins21
(Motta & Moran 2020; Motta et al., 2018; Boily et al., 2013; Vazquez et al., 2020; Vazquez et al.,
2018; Faita et al., 2020). Multiple TBC members recalled to me how several of their honey bee
colonies experienced rapid die offs in Downsview Park, where one of their apiaries is located,
immediately following an application of glyphosate that was used to kill non-native plants prior to
the establishment of a native wildflower meadow. The use of herbicides of various kinds in High
Park in Toronto has been the subject of intervention and organizing from Indigenous activists
through the Indigenous Land Stewardship Circle. In a letter to city politicians, members of the
ILSC stated that:
Non-native plants thrive here only because of ongoing processes of colonization. Chemical
management cannot erase the damage done by colonization; it only compounds it, adding
to the destructive forces of over a hundred and fifty years of colonial land management that
has led to ecological destruction and the dispossession of Indigenous peoples in this region
(ILSC, 2019).
On one hand, the resurgence of interest in native plant gardening is positive, part of larger
shifts in environmental awareness that sees the importance of ecologically restoring or ‘rewilding’
landscapes. These shifts represent a growing understanding that native species of plants, in general,
support more animals than non-native species, something that is supported by scientific evidence
about native bees (Kaiser-Bunbuy et al., 2017; Mathiasson & Rehan, 2020; Stein et al., 2020). It
also represents a shift towards the creation of more polycultural and ecologically complex life
worlds, which is crucially needed to undo some of the standardization and simplification of
landscapes though industrial agriculture and the lawn monocultures of cities. In some ways, native
plant restoration can be part of reckoning with our colonial legacy. As Mastnak et al. (2014, 370)
argue, “we still live in a colonial environment. We live with the legacy of botanical colonization
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Honey bees, because they are highly managed by humans and live in large colonies that can be dismantled and
analyzed are studied to a much higher degree than bumble bees or solitary bees. While they are different species, it
is not a stretch to imagine they may be harmed in similar ways.
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without even knowing it,” and because of this, a place-based ecology that values native plants
could have an important part to play in the process of decolonization.
At the same time, it is important to recognize that some of the scientific assumptions about
the origins of plants are based on colonial classification systems, and the labelling of some plants
with European origins as non-native is disputed by some Indigenous people (Geniusz, 2015). Mary
Siisip Geniusz (2015, 178), an oshkaabewis (traditionally trained herbal apprentice), explains this,
noting that: “many herbals and scientists insist that yarrow is an imported European plant, brought
to the Americas by the first settlers, but this plant at least can be defended as a true Indigenous
plant because of its association with the Waabanoo [members of an Anishinaabe spiritual
tradition].” Restoration ecology also involves debates about how to draw the historical baseline
for determining the ideal assemblages of species. Is the target 200 years ago, 500 years ago, or
more? It can also be hard to determine precisely which bioregions various plants or animals belong
in when ecosystems and landscapes are inherently dynamic and shifting, even without the human
intervention, and now especially with climate change. Some native plant gardeners seem to hold
onto a dated belief that landscapes were essentially static before colonialism, and the Eurocentric
belief that Indigenous peoples were not actively managing landscapes through things like
agriculture and fire. To the extent that people still hold onto a sense that North America was a
pristine, untouched wilderness prior to European colonialism, it can serve to obscure colonial
genocide and the forced removal of Indigenous People (Youdelis et al., 2020). Here, it is
significant to note that organizations advocating for native plants tend to be overwhelmingly made
up of people of European descent, and we should heed Cerwonka’s (2004) warning that native
plant advocacy may represent an attempt to indigenize oneself to the landscape and perhaps
obfuscate the history of settler colonialism in many European-descended people’s families. This
might explain the heavy overtones of moralism and purism that sometimes accompany
conversations about native plants.
While native plant gardening is growing in cities, one of the most obvious barriers it faces
is that most city land is devoted to concrete, buildings, and lawns. Put simply, the impact of native
plant gardening for pollinators can only be small unless land use patterns are extensively altered.
Thus, the movement needs to be less moralistic and more political. Native plants may have an
important role to play in the process of dismantling structures of colonialism, but given the
widespread destruction of ecosystems, the high number of species that have been introduced to the
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continent, and the large population of non-Indigenous people, this can only be done through
creating complex new ecological assemblages (Tsing, 2015). Some things that were lost can never
be fully replaced even in decolonialized landscapes. A re-indigenization of the land would have to
be led by Indigenous peoples and communities including Indigenous scientists, Indigenous
farmers, and other people who have a deep knowledge of ecosystems and strong relationship to
the land. Of course, not all Indigenous peoples and communities have an interest in stewarding
native plants, but there are some important initiatives in southern Ontario including native plant
nurseries owned by Indigenous people (e.g. Maajiigin Gumig in Aamjiwnaang) and seed
stewarding initiatives led by Indigenous farmers (e.g. Mohawk Seedkeepers in 6 Nations).
Solidarity with these initiatives should not be motivated by romantic stereotypes or settler guilt
but by a desire to confront colonialism by supporting Indigenous stewardship and management of
land.
Advocacy for native plant gardening that is explicitly political, rooted in both a critique of
colonialism and industrial capitalist agriculture, has transformative potential. Lorraine illustrates
the form this might take, with her advocacy against property standard by-laws, which she
characterizes as attempts to enforce colonial control over landscapes. She articulates this
powerfully in Toronto Star op-ed that was responding to the fact that a native plant gardener had
been ordered by the City of Toronto to cut down her native, front-yard garden:
A meadow might look ‘messy’ and disordered, but whose health and safety does its
diversity threaten? The only threat it offers is to an aesthetic of control — the ‘normal’
look of yards and gardens that treat all insects as pests and all abundance as an affront. Are
we really still comfortable defending an aesthetic that is rooted in colonial ideas of control?
Landscapes that weed out difference and subvert indigenous plants? (Johnson, 2020)
Another potentially political aspect of native plant gardening is that it can lead people to
establishing forms of commoning based on sharing seeds and plants and collective gardening in
public spaces (Lang, 2014). Native plant enthusiasts often gather to exchange seeds, plants,
knowledge, and skills, most of which is done through seed and plant swaps and without any
monetary exchange. Roberta is active in the Toronto Seed Library, and she indicated to me that
her main priority in maintaining her community garden plot is to grow native plants whose seeds
go into the library. Gabor and Roger have set up pollinator gardens in public spaces, with Gabor
also having helped to establish two community food forests that contain some native trees and
shrubs. Mariam reported removing the fence between her yard and her neighbours in order to share
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garden space, as well as installing a pathway in her gardens that starts on the public boulevard and
goes into her backyard so that neighbourhood children can meander among the bees and butterflies.
Sara described participating in native plant ‘rescue missions’ with her neighbours under cover of
darkness as bulldozers tore down an old hospital and threatened the surrounding vegetation.
Of course, the sharing of seeds, plants, knowledges, and skills happens among all types of
gardeners, and is not unique to pollinator and native plant gardening; indeed, this is an aspects of
gardening that gives it such great community-building and commoning potential. However,
gardening with native plants seems to generate an even bigger compulsion for pollinator people to
engage in acts of commoning. A big part of this stems from the fact that native plants are mostly
perennial, which means that they reproduce quickly once established in appropriate conditions. It
is common for gardeners to have to cut back rootstock in order to keep plants under control and
for the plant to produce an abundance of seeds, which means that in thriving gardens, there is
abundant plant material available for sharing every year. If this work stays within the boundary of
one’s private property or the lines of an individual community garden plot, it can have ecological
benefits for pollinators and social benefits for gardeners. However, pollinator gardening can
become more broadly transformative the more it pushes beyond those boundary lines, spilling out
into pseudo-public spaces, like boulevards, and public spaces, like parks, where it can begin to
unsettle the landscape.

5.4. Weedy Entanglements
Pollinator gardening can disrupt pervasive ideas about aesthetics, property standards, risks,
and even safety, in part through the tolerance for ‘weeds’. Sara recounted a story of a heated
conflict that highlights how drastically different conceptions of a ‘weed’ can lead to neighbourly
conflicts: :
This house [next door] has been abandoned the whole time. There was a ton of milkweed
in the bushes along my property line that I was very happy with and excited about. All
flowering, all pretty… [until a neighbour] came over [and said] ‘did you know that this is
milkweed, a total poison weed?’ I was like ‘actually it’s not and it’s for my butterflies and
I’m totally happy with it’. I just said that and the next day he came and cut it all down while
I was gone. I couldn’t even believe it. I was so mad.
It’s not surprising that such a conflict arose over milkweed, as it is a great example of a plant that
is widely considered a weed, despite the fact that it is a native plant and crucial to the flourishing
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of Monarch butterflies. Almost every gardener I interviewed mentioned milkweed when
discussing attitudes towards plants considered weeds. Milkweeds are the larval host of monarch
butterflies but until 2013 were on OMAFRA’s Noxious Weeds List (NWL) because of the risk
they pose to pasturing cows and sheep who can be poisoned by the milky sap (though rarely
fatally). They were only removed from the NWL after campaigns by environmental organizations
following a steep decline in Monarch butterfly populations. Milkweeds are a genus of several
species of plants, all of which are larval hosts for Monarch butterflies. But common milkweed
(Asclepios syriaca), unlike its sister plants, is opportunistic and can grow even in highly disturbed
land such as highway ditches, vacant lots, pastures, and lawns. Once established common
milkweed pops up everywhere and self-seeds abundantly.
Since being removed from the NWL common milkweed has been widely planted by
pollinator gardeners, although many knowledgeable gardeners will choose other species of
milkweed instead, that they consider to be ‘better behaved’ (i.e. less opportunistic and more easily
contained). Although common milkweed has physiological characteristics people often associate
with ‘weedy’ plants, its importance to Monarch butterflies as a larval host and its attraction to
many other insects as an abundant source of nectar is increasingly redeeming it to many. Jode
Roberts, a campaign organizer and educator for the David Suzuki Foundation who focuses heavily
on bees and butterflies, used milkweed as an example of changing attitudes towards native plants:
“To me milkweed was a great example because it was on the noxious weeds list. It was a no-no,
and now it is sold over the counter – over the counter! – at nurseries across the GTA at least. So,
in three years there’s been an incredible uptake in popularity.”
Historic attitudes towards milkweed point to some of the problems with the concept of
‘weeds’ more generally. Although a few scientists and educated gardeners may identify weeds as
non-native plants that act opportunistically, most people use the term colloquially to mean any
plant that is growing where they do not want it to grow. The Government of Canada does not have
a specific definition of what a weed is but does define an alien species as “species that have become
established in areas outside their natural range.” It also specifies that “generally, alien species do
not pose a significant risk, and many are even beneficial. However; when alien species are capable
of causing significant harm to our environment, the economy or to society, they are referred to as
‘invasive alien species’” (my italics). OMAFRA (n.d.) designates a noxious weed as a plant that
“is difficult to manage on agricultural land once established and will reduce the yield and quality
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of the crop being grown; Negatively affects the health and well-being of livestock; or Poses a risk
to the health and well-being of agricultural workers”

22

. As both of these definitions attest, the

main reason plant species get officially classified a ‘weed’ is if they are seen to interfere with
agriculture. Jode posits that milkweed was removed not only because of mounting scientific
evidence about its important to monarchs, but also because the widespread use of herbicides in
agricultural landscapes diminished the need for it to be banned; in short, chemicals are widely
killing it in the course of normal farming.
Lorraine argues that many people think of native gardens as gardens of weeds, which she
argues stems from misinformation about which plants are native and which are non-native. She
described how she regularly starts the talks she is often invited to give to horticultural societies:
I ask them what the first thing they think of when they hear the phrase native plants, which
is what they’ve so graciously invited me to speak about. What is the first thing they think
of? Inevitably, they say weeds. And I thank them for their honesty, because they have
invited me and they are here to listen to what they think of as a presentation of
some…insane woman who is telling a gardening group how to grow weeds. Then I ask
them what’s the worst weeds in their gardens and they say dandelions, and periwinkle,
creeping Charlie and a whole long list of weeds. People rarely say goldenrod or milkweed,
… or ragweed. People rarely say those three, they say everything else, to which I stand
there and go on: ‘non-native, oh! another non-native plants, oh! another non-native’…And
so when they hear habitat creation, they think there is someone saying, Oh, you should
create patches, weedy patches of dandelions, and Queen Anne’s Lace and, you know,
creeping Charlie.
In her view, the mistaken association of weeds with native plants causes some of the opposition
people have to native and pollinator gardening. While I strongly agree with Lorraine’s general
point, my experience as a garden educator (albeit on a smaller scale than hers) has been slightly
different, as I have found that people do think of goldenrod, common milkweed, and certainly
ragweed as ‘weeds’ – all native plants that have the ability to thrive in disturbed landscapes. The
plants that people call weeds disrupt the widespread cultural attachment to well-manicured lawns
and gardens, partly because they grow abundantly and are not fully under human control. It seems
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In addition to the Noxious Weeds List, OMAFRA maintains a database of weed species in Ontario. The difference
between the database and the NWL is that the plants on the NWL are prohibited from being cultivated in any way,
including: the selling and intentional sowing of seed; the selling of seedlings or mature plants; and allowing the
plant to grow unchecked are all prohibited. The much larger database of weeds in Ontario are plants whose
cultivation is not necessarily prohibited but that are considered nuisances. Many plants on the OMAFRA Ontario
Weeds database are native species that are essential for the thriving of heathy ecosystems in Ontario but are listed as
weeds by OMAFRA because they are a nuisance for farmers.
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clear that it is the physiology of certain plants, not their geographic origins, that makes them weeds
that need to be removed in the eyes of ‘lawn people’ (Robbins, 2007).
Pollinator people have a different relationship with the plant species that tend to get classed
as weeds. While my pollinator gardener participants were enthusiastic cultivators of a wide variety
of both native and non-native plants, many expressed a high level of tolerance for any plant they
did not cultivate – which includes some widely regarded as weeds – if they found these plants were
frequently visited by bees and butterflies. After milkweed, dandelion was the most common weedy
plant mentioned by research participants, and Serena’s evolving relationship with dandelions is
illuminating:
I feel like my relationship with dandelions has changed. I have these fond memories of
them as a child... like we’d make dandelion chains and then somehow there was like this
war against dandelions and everybody used pesticides. And when we had bought this
house, there were a lot of dandelions and I knew they had strong roots and I was like
digging them out. Once I realized how good they are, I feel like that helped me appreciate
them [and] once Toronto stopped spraying and you would see them en masse, …then I
started thinking they were so beautiful. Because it doesn’t look like just one. There’s
something about that where I just feel like it’s spring and I look at them like they’re wild
flowers now.
Colleen is a vegetable and pollinator gardener in London as well as a member of LUBC,
and she made a point to highlight the behaviours of her neighbours that she appreciates, noting
that “nobody worries about their dandelions or any of those things, which is really lovely,” which
implicitly indicates a recognition that it is not always – or possibly even often – like this in other
neighbourhoods. Sara’s awareness of the widespread disdain for dandelions came through in her
casual dismissal: “Dandelions, I don’t care [what other people think], I love them.” This is not to
say that participants embraced all of the plants that are popularly regarded as weeds, and most do
try to manually eradicate several plant species, including garlic mustard, periwinkle, goutweed,
bindweed, dog-strangling vine, buckthorn, and Japanese knotweed. However, a few gardeners
make allowances even for those plants seen to be undesirable by very tolerant gardeners. For
instance, Sara described watching bees on the Japanese Knotweed that grows in the abandoned
backyard next to hers, and in our walking-while-talking interview she showed me where she dug
a “crater-sized” knotweed root system out of her backyard while also mentioning that she tolerates
it to a degree solely for the sake of bees: “Oh my goodness, they love that and so as much as I
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despise that stuff, I let it grow over my fence here and it makes a canopy of bees. It’s amazing how
they love it.”
Plants deemed to be weeds were consistently identified by both pollinator gardeners and
backyard beekeepers as one of the biggest sources of neighbourly conflict. In my research I found
that weeds are the biggest single battleground on which pollinator people and lawn people confront
one another. Sara provided another good example of this while describing a different confrontation
she had while living in her old neighbourhood:
My front yard was the size of this room, very small, and I had a wild violet patch that I was
protecting, I was mowing around it and everything, and he came right on over and was like
‘those are weeds’ and I was like ‘not to me, they’re flowers, my daughter likes them. We
like to stare at them, maybe we're gonna eat them who knows. Just leave them alone’. I
actually said that to him, and he actually came over with pesticide when I wasn't home and
killed it. And I couldn’t believe it! I was in so much shock and, yeah, I had a major tantrum
with him. I mean one, it was pesticides, two, I had baby, like what are you doing?! Yeah,
I was pretty upset about that.
Gillian is a member of LUBC, a backyard beekeeper, and a pollinator gardener (who takes a
relatively wilder approach to her gardening than do many other pollinator gardeners), and she
recalled a frustrating conflict with a neighbour who gave her advice on what to do about a patch
she had let go wild at the side of her house, which was visible from the sidewalk:
So it’s pretty wild looking. And now there is like actual grass and there’s a lot of weeds
and grass in it. It’s not maintained at all. And the lady was like, ‘I don't like this, it’s so
messy looking and wild looking. You should rip this out and you could make your
driveway wider. You could just have this great big wide driveway and have it go right to
the fence’
For Gillian this patch of uncultivated plants was valuable to her family for a variety of reasons,
including eating edible plants:
I like that the kids can just go wherever they want. They can trample, explore, find bugs,
you know, watch what's happening, watch the activity, of the wildlife. And also, just pick
what they want when they want it. Like you know not using chemicals, I feel okay [saying]
you can pick these, like pick the garlic mustard or whatever, anywhere and eat it…We eat
the wild violet flowers, sometimes the leaves. I haven’t made fritters, or anything from the
dandelion flowers, but I’ve taken the leaves and eaten those. We don’t have actually much
garlic mustard here but when we're in the woods we’ll pick that and just eat it. Like we’ve
never made pesto or anything from it. We would just eat it like just on the trail. I love it.
Jeff is a small-scale beekeeper in London who has a publicly-owned strip of land adjacent
to his property that he was supposed to maintain but had intentionally let go wild, intervening only
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slightly. He recalled, with a mix of frustration and vindication, how a neighbour had called the city
on him about this site:
So I just let it do its own thing for 28 years. I removed nothing from it, I don’t really add
anything to it. Just let it do its own thing and there’s bees in it. And I sneak a little bit of
goldenrod in there and stuff like this, so it is sort of a pollinator style of garden although
it’s got enough city elements in it that it doesn’t look too weedy. People take their leaves
and throw them on mine, on my space, I run over them in the lawn mower. Everything’s
growing up: Echinaceas and whatever I can find for free and whatever blows in from the
neighbour. I did have a neighbour that didn’t like it. She called the city, the city sent me a
notice saying I had to mow it, or they would come and mow it and add it to my taxes. I
phoned city hall, pleaded with them. The city ecologist came out and when she saw what
was happening here, she said ‘You’re right, we don’t make you cut flowers, we don’t’.
She goes, ‘This is fine. I'm going to put a note on this file, not to cut it’, and so I haven't
had any other issues with that.
While my pollinator gardener participants indicated varying degrees of affinity with plants
considered weeds, along with a few common aversions, many were united in their dislike of lawns.
Some put this in very strong terms, such as Lily, who stated bluntly “I hate lawns. Lawns are an
abomination.” Amy is a member of TBC who has a small pollinator garden in Toronto, and she
also expressed a similar dislike, partly due to the chemical use she suspects: “I think having an
immaculate grass harms bees. I’d like to see lawns go. I don’t know if pesticide use is far reaching.
But when I see any, even if I see Nutra-Lawn [a landscaping company], I don’t love seeing those
signs. I don’t know what kind of chemicals they use, you know, but I don’t like chemicals being
used anywhere.” Roger recognizes that lawns have some value to people but noted that “I wish we
could reduce it. I mean lawns are useful in small amounts, I've got a little bit of lawn left but we
certainly don’t need great sheep grazing meadows.”
Colleen described an exasperating encounter she had with her former lawn-loving
neighbours when she had previously lived in my suburban London neighbourhood:
I’ve always believed that North American lawn care is ridiculous. When I lived in Byron,
…[and] had a little baby, and the neighbors came over and they surrounded me and they’re
like ‘we’re getting Mac Lawn spraying this week.’ And I was like ‘thank you for telling
me I will keep Melissa [her young daughter] inside.’ Like I was so, I was so horrified. And
they said ‘no, they’ll do your lawn too’ and I'm like, ‘No, I’m not putting my baby on a
sprayed lawn and I’m not having her outside if you’re spraying poison through my
neighborhood, you crazy people.’
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She also described another conflict with a different neighbour in the same neighbourhood about
the raking of leaves, which further illustrates the tensions that surround property standards in some
neighbourhoods.
As in other Canadian cities, property standard bylaws regulate how outdoor residential
spaces can look in both London and Toronto, and as I indicated in chapter 4 with respect to the
setback rule, the complaints-based nature of bylaw enforcement can serve to exacerbate
neighbourly conflicts that might otherwise be negotiated. When bylaw officers are involved, rarely
does the pollinator gardener ‘win’ the conflict, even if other departments of the city claim to be in
favor of pollinator gardening. Although the complainant is kept confidential and doesn’t have to
be a direct neighbour, similar to the setback rule for beekeeping, in many instances gardeners will
have a suspicion about who reported them. For instance, to return to the earlier story from Jeff, he
never found out which neighbour complained about his pollinator meadow beside his property,
but he did note that:
I’m pretty sure I know who it was. It was the next-door neighbour. They didn’t like it
because they’ve got a golf green of a lawn, a manicured lawn from the 70s. They’re a little
older than me too right. That’s just a different style of how they want to see things.
Both the City of Toronto and the City of London prohibit the intentional growing of any
plants listed on OMAFRA’s NWL, which includes planting as well as not removing the plant,
though the NWL only currently includes 25 plants on this list and most of the plants that are
commonly considered ‘weeds’ are not listed on the NWL. However, bylaw officers in both cities
investigate complaint calls that are made about plants that are not found on this list, and while
bylaw officers may not order these plants to be removed, they may order plants not listed on the
NWL to be removed under other parts of the bylaw that mandate things such as the length of lawns
and restrictions on thick undergrowth. Lorraine argues that there is a larger political and cultural
issue behind these struggles over weeds; to her, it is a struggle about the control of nature. One
way she illustrated this was to point out that the staff person at the City of Toronto who oversees
these bylaw complaints is very educated about native plant gardening, but is ultimately limited in
what she can accomplish there:
The same person who goes out on these horticultural complaint inspections was very
involved in the Pollinator Protection Strategy and has done great work at the city to try to,
she has an educational presentation she does for the municipal license and standards
inspectors around native plant gardening and naturalization, and pollinators but, you know,
it’s very cautious, tentative, because at the end of the day, the people who drive things are
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the counselors who get the complaints from the people saying my neighbor has weeds. And
it doesn’t matter whether the neighbor has, you know, native plants or non-native, what
most gardeners might call weeds, it doesn’t matter. The city then devotes enormous
resources to a battle between neighbors, that's about aesthetics, or a fight about something
else.
Lebowitz and Trudeau (2017) argue that while people they refer to as ‘lawn dissidents’
might tend to place themselves as being morally above their neighbours with respect to their
alternative and ecological styles of gardening, they are rarely willing to go a step further and
examine the racialized property regimes that lawns represent in North America. Further, they argue
that this group tends to be engaged in gardening styles that signify wealth and affluence, though
obviously in a different way than carefully manicured lawns and ornamental gardens. While this
may be true for some people, and I think they are right to draw attention to the limited political
frame of some ecologically-oriented gardeners, my research does complicate this narrative, partly
because my participants came from diverse incomes and class backgrounds. Further, many of my
pollinator gardener participants also explicitly view this activity as being in opposition to not only
lawns but also industrial agriculture and agro-chemical use along with the corporations that
manufacture them. Although they all had access to a backyard in which to garden (with a few also
maintaining community garden plots), many do not have large expendable incomes to spend on
plants. Many of my informants were waged and salaried workers23 including retired teachers, a
retired factory worker, a retail salesperson, an adjunct Professor, an IT college worker, a retired
administrative assistant, and a social service worker. Although some participants, like Gillian live
in higher-income neighbourhoods, others, such as Jeff, Lily, and Sara live in lower-income
neighbourhoods. In short, my research indicates that pollinator people, or Lebowitz and Trudeau’s
(2017) ‘lawn dissidents’, are not solely high-income people, although they are likely to be homeowners. It is also notable that not a single one of my research participants described their gardening
practices in terms of the property value of their home, and instead posited their gardening as being
in direct opposition to ecological destruction. For many of these pollinator people, they viewed
their gardening a political act of resistance, however small, and while this did not lead them
towards more radical critiques of colonization and private property it was often infused with a
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Several Marxist scholar-activists make compelling arguments for not dispelling Marxist conceptions of class in
favour of the ill-defined, popular term “middle-class” (Their, 2020; Bhattacharya, 2015; McNally, 2013)
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critique of the destruction of non-human nature by capitalist industries that could potentially be
mobilized.

5.5. Messy gardening and bee habitats
While there are various indications of growing support for pollinator-friendly practices,
including official support from municipalities (through such things as the funding of pollinator
gardens on public land and the creation of literature on the benefits of native plant gardening),
property standard bylaws make it difficult for people to pursue them, and there is good reason why
pollinator people might feel frustrated about the contradictions between seemingly supportive
municipal level policies and restrictive municipal level bylaws. In this section, I examine some
key bylaws that restrict or complicate pollinator gardening practices, and argue that these
contradictions exist because the core logic and practices of pollinator gardening, if they were to be
extended, would seriously disrupt some foundational ideas about what belongs in cities. Efforts to
increase urban spaces where wild plants and animals can flourish also challenges concepts about
private property that are integral to capitalism.
A personal experience helps illuminate some of the tensions and challenges with increasing
the space for pollinators in urban areas. In the spring of 2019, I was asked to help create a pollinator
garden in the central east neighbourhood of London known as the Old East Village, which won a
Neighbourhood Decision-Making (NDM) grant (a program where residents propose ideas for
neighbourhood initiatives and then those ideas are voted on by residents24). The garden was to be
installed on a strip of boulevard across from a micro-brewery and pub, called the London Brewing
Co-op. On the other side of the boulevard lies a parking lot and an industrial area, including a
railway track. The person who proposed the garden did not want to install it and so a group of
people were assembled, including a staff person at the City of London, a representative from the
Thames Valley Board of Education, the chair of the London Environmental Network, and a couple
people from the Pollinator Pathway Project, myself included. I took on the main work of designing
and installing the garden, along with a class of grade 10 students enrolled in a special
environmental program. The day we created the garden bed using the sheet mulching method (a
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Several bee-related initiatives have won the NDM, including initiatives associated with the Pollinator Pathway
Project. The London Urban Beekeepers’ Collective also won an NDM grant in late 2018 that enabled the expansion
of our hives from 2 to 10. There is reason to believe that the success of bee-related grants reflects growing popular
concern and support for pollinators.
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no-till garden bed where layers of carbon- and nitrogen-rich materials are built up on top of the
ground or grass), was a fun day full of hard work, as we laid down dozens of cardboard boxes and
14 straw bales, and hauled 8 yards of soil and 3 yards of compost. The next steps were to lay out
the mulch paths and plant the seedlings, and were planned for later, but before that could happen
there was a complaint made to the City of London which was followed up by a bylaw officer. The
complainant apparently felt that the tufts of straw sticking out of the sheet-mulched bed was too
messy (Figure 5.5). Although the land is city property, the bylaw officer contacted the London
Brewing Co-op, which caused some bad feelings and miscommunication. The staff person from
the City of London who was working on the project eventually explained the sheet-mulching
process to the bylaw officer, but this experience left myself and other team members feeling
frustrated that a pollinator garden which had clear community support, was on city land, and was
funded by the city, was despite all of this still targeted with a complaint that was investigated by a
bylaw officer.
Figure 5.5
Old East Pollinator Garden

Note: This is the garden that was the subject of a bylaw complaint on planting day. The sign was added shortly after
the complaint to bring more awareness to the purpose of the garden.

The conflict was mostly centred around perceptions of messiness along with associated
worries that it might serve to lower property values. This is much more than a London story, and
reflects how ‘neat and tidy’ aesthetics tend to be regulated throughout Canadian and American
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cities by similar sets of property standard bylaws, which are enforced on the basis of complaints
with little attention to the ecological health of urban neighbourhoods. In such contexts, pollinator
gardening that engages with science to create habitat for bees and other pollinators is frequently at
risk of being reported for messiness, which also makes these practices forms of disruption. A core
scientific principle for increasing pollinator habitat in cities is to allow for space for things like
standing dead stems of perennials, dead leaves, standing dead trees (snags), patches of bare ground,
and piles of rotting wood (Packer et al., 2007). Such things come into direct conflict with a number
of common property standard bylaws that concern things like: the maximum length of grass; the
prohibition of brush piles; the prohibition of dead or dying trees; and the prohibition of certain
‘weeds’.
The key bylaws that inhibit pollinator gardening concern exterior property standards. The
City of Toronto’s property standard bylaws are included under the Toronto Municipal Code
Chapter 629, Property Standards. The City of London’s bylaws are located in the Property
Standards By-law and the Yard and Lot Maintenance Bylaw, which explicitly states that “Exterior
property areas shall be maintained in a neat and tidy condition.” This might seem somewhat
mundane, but it needs to be highlighted because one of the main objections to pollinator gardening
is that it is ‘messy’, and therefore this is something that gardeners are forced to spend significant
time and energy trying to dispel.
Another notable discipline contained in the property bylaws of both London and Toronto
that impacts pollinator gardening concerns rules limiting the length of grass and ‘weeds’ to 20 cm.
Although both cities make exceptions for perennial gardens and naturalized areas, pollinator
gardens are not always clearly delineated, especially when a gardener is trying to turn almost all
of their front or backyard into a garden and leave little to no lawn space. Many dedicated pollinator
gardeners attempt to transform their lawns by allowing flowering plants such as dandelions to
grow and by replacing the non-native grasses that make up conventional lawns in North America
with native plants or non-native flowering lawn cover, both of which may place them in violation
of the weed length bylaw. A second bylaw that negatively impacts pollinator gardeners in both
cities is the prohibition against piles of garden debris such as grass clippings, branches, leaves and
dead plants. While decaying organic matter is aesthetically displeasing to many urbanites, it is
well-established by scientists that pollinators need decay to thrive (Packer, 2011).
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Some participants suggested to me that complaints about the way pollinator gardens look
may be on the decline as ‘alternative’ styles of gardening become more common and accepted.
Although there is no clear data on this, the City of London’s website provides some grounds for
pessimism, as it indicates that some of the most common bylaw violation complaints filed are
about property standards, especially complaints about grass and weeds growing taller than 20 cm
and complaints about grass clippings, tree cuttings, brush, leaves, and garden refuse (City of
London, n.d). As noted earlier, Lorraine works closely with some staff at the City of Toronto,
including bylaw officers, who she sometimes accompanies on complaint calls about gardens, and
she indicates that these aesthetics-based complaints cause considerable problems for native and
pollinator gardeners:
… if you’re trying to naturalize your space, create habitat, and you have stuff that’s over
eight inches, your neighbor can phone the counselor, 311 or whatever, lodge a complaint,
and then it is incumbent on you as the gardener to get a natural garden exemption, which
is a bureaucratic process. It goes through community councils, your neighbors can
complain, it’s totally ridiculous. In some cases, depending on how it’s done, it might even
cost you money and then it can all happen again next year.
When asked if she has seen any indication that complaints calls are declining, she was emphatic:
No, not at all. So, I’ve gone on the inspections with the person in the city who does it, she’s
like, ‘Hey, come along’. I go every year. Neighbors use that to fight other battles. Okay,
maybe I’ll be proven wrong. I would love it if there were huge inroads that were made even
without the city taking a more enlightened stance on property standard stuff. But I don’t
know, not as long as we have this ridiculous system and these ridiculous rules around
aesthetics.
Popular education about the importance of creating pollinator habitats has come from a variety of
different sources, including several environmental non-governmental organizations, such as the
David Suzuki Foundation. For instance, the Suzuki Foundation has run a campaign encouraging
people to ‘leave the leaves’ along with a campaign to keep ‘Bees in My Backyard’ (BIMBY) and
a Butterflyway Project (David Suzuki Foundation, 2020). Although the ecological benefits of dead
leaves are well-established among native gardening enthusiasts, this messaging is now reaching a
broader range of people concerned with pollinator health. Gillian noted on how she was pleased
to have recently learned that she was already practicing bee-friendly gardening by having a laissezfaire attitude towards yard work:
I look back and I’m like, I've already been doing that…because our front yard is like two
stories up, I’ll leave a lot of the brush piles right here, because I can’t necessarily carry it
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all up and I don’t mind. And so, it’s there. And I’m sure that a lot of little creatures like
that spot and I’ve been the past few years leaving the perennials to stand in the fall, leaving
it all year. And then in the spring cutting it down then and I think that actually the plants
are healthier that way, they seem to do a lot better.
My pollinator gardener participants consistently indicated a willingness to accept the
agency of wild native bees in choosing the habitats they want, and often adapt their lives to some
degree protect or avoid disturbing nesting bees. If pollinator gardeners know that ground dwelling
native bees are nesting in their garden, rather than feeling threatened, they tend to feel a
responsibility to protect these areas and encourage bees to continue living there. This is illustrated
in a story that Carol told me about first discovering the sweat bee nests in her garden: “we have
the sweat bees, we have quite a few little colonies. At first, I didn’t know what they were, they’re
kind of creepy, this little green head. Like, ‘Hey, I’m not sure what you are but…’ and [now]
they’ve lived there for years.” During our interview, she showed me the holes and described how
it has affected her garden work, noting that “I try to remember not to cover their holes when I’m
working in this area,” and that whereas she first found them creepy now finds them “kinda cute,
their little green heads. Because sometimes they’ll just sit there in the hole and like just look and
you think ‘what the heck?!’”
For some avid gardeners, leaving unmulched sections of their garden beds is a more
challenging practice to adopt because of other gardening philosophies, which is particularly an
issue for people who also practice small-scale organic gardening and permaculture. For these
activities, heavily mulching gardens is valued as a way to add organic matter to the soil, retain
moisture, prevent the erosion of soil nutrients, and protect the root systems of plants. An anecdote
from Lorraine illustrates this tension:
It was Lawrence Packer who taught me that too in a very embarrassing moment at the
Guelph Pollinator, because of course, I’m an advocate of composting I’m all about load on
the mulch. And I’m all about getting the leaves from your neighbors and then like pile it
up, we need to improve our soil and you know it’s like, oh and actually, we need to leave
a little, some unmulched.
In sum, pollinator gardeners strive to co-create spaces with wild native bees in ways that
allow for bee autonomy and agency by carefully observing the interactions of pollinators with
plants, removing plants that are not well-liked by pollinators, and keeping or establishing plants
that they observe a lot of pollinators visiting. This means accepting the locations of bee nests,
gardening around them so as not disturb the bees, engaging in practices in order to create habitat
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sites, and providing nesting materials. For some people this entailed changing long-held practices,
such as the mulching of garden beds or the raking of dead leaves. Some of these practices may
lead pollinator gardeners into conflict with neighbours and city staff but most of my research
participants are undeterred by these threats, continuing, and often expanding, their more disruptive
gardening practices. At a broader philosophical or spiritual level, pollinator gardeners tend to
conceive of themselves as being in a mutually beneficial relationship with bees, butterflies, and
other pollinators, in which they derive considerable benefits, not only through their activities as
pollinators but as co-creating enchanting and delightful spaces in which the gardeners also clearly
benefit, finding joy, a sense of calm, and a sense of purpose.

5.6. Conclusions: From alienation to connection
Some of my pollinator gardener participants tried to understand why people close to them
hold strong attachments to their lawns, and suspected it could have to do with things like stress
relief, the desire to conform, or fear of the unknown, including fears associated with other-thanhumans. Clearly, there are powerful social, cultural, and economic forces at work propelling and
sustaining the attachment to lawns in Canada and the United States. Some of the economic motives
are relatively straightforward, such as the vested interests of the lawncare industry, which are
connected at some level to the same powerful agrochemical corporations that have had a major
part in how agricultural landscapes are organized.
Given the power of social and cultural attachments to lawn, and the vested interests
promoting them, it is not surprising that when pollinator people and lawn people clash the legal
framework is geared to favour the latter, with the result that authorities most often support the lawn
people. As Lorraine put it in an earlier statement, city officials are inclined to come down in favour
of the side of colonial control over the landscape.
Another important theme that runs through this chapter, which shares much in common
with chapter 4, is that much like hobbyist beekeeping, pollinator gardening allows people to
engage in playful work and can therefore be conceived as a form of useful doing that is distinct
from the abstract labour of paid employment. Through playful work, people can experience
concrete, sensuous human activity with other-than-humans, which matters because alienation from
oneself, from other people, from the product of one’s labour, and from non-human nature is one
of the most damaging aspects of capitalism. As Federici (2004) stresses, this alienation was forced
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on people through terror and desperation. Ultimately, I argue that the pervasive cultural attachment
to lawns can be seen to represent a deep alienation not only with the rest of nature but also within
communities, with one manifestation of the latter being the method through which property
aesthetics are enforced, which is driven by neighbours anonymously complaining and bylaw
officers enforcing rules that are not based on any scientific rationale or concern about ecological
flourishing. The person who is the subject of the complaint never gets a chance to explain or
discuss with the complainant, who could very well be the person living next door. One important
outcome is that animosity between neighbours can grow and a garden which may have supported
an abundance of diversity can be destroyed without any recourse.
If these sorts of conflicts are ultimately rooted in forms of alienation that are inherent in
how urban environments and working lives are organized under capitalism, it seems that the
destruction of capitalism is necessary to resolve them – which is something that is so big it can be
hard to know where to begin. Holloway (2010) provides a great antidote to this inertia, arguing
that acts of useful-doing can provide a basis for helping people organize in ways that are in, against
and even beyond capitalism, an important aspect of which involves the construction of relatively
autonomous spaces and regions. As these acts of useful-doing are undertaken and autonomous
spaces are constructed, he argues, it can help people begin to imagine possibilities beyond
capitalism even if they face formidable barriers in the present. The work of Gabor in his
neighbourhood presents a hopeful glimpse into the possibilities of urban commoning, which is
reflected in his description of how his neighbours have reacted to his elaborate garden on his corner
lot:
The benefit of being a community leader is that they talk to you instead of calling the
city…most were curious and positive at the same time, [saying things] like, ‘what are you
doing? It looks great’, and ‘Wow, I love what you’re doing.’ So exclusively those types of
comments except for a former city planner who, pointing to the boulevard says, ‘who let
you do that?’ I didn’t give him a clear explanation because no one gave me permission.
Didn’t say no one did or they did. No, I just talked around it…so those who talk to me
longer, I tell them that it’s more of a community garden out there [on the boulevard], that
they can take fruit for themselves. So that’s how I got to meet them.
In addition, some people in his neighbourhood had established a tradition of gathering for shared
celebrations in individual backyards, and Gabor built on this community spirit by turning a mostly
unused neighbourhood parkette into a communal space for everyone in the neighbourhood

143

beginning with a community food forest (Figure 5.6). In explaining this transformation, Gabor
gives a sense of how small steps can grow into actions while negotiating some tensions:
That spring, we got together, maybe 10, 15 of us and we agreed that we would start a
project. So, I wrote the grant, I put that in…[with] two minutes to spare. And after that
things have happened really quickly because…in a month or two we got the response that
yeah, this can go ahead, and the money came, $5000. And then we hit the road running.
And when all around the park here, everyone facing the park, we asked them what they
thought, and it was overwhelming support for it. And one person who did not want to see
the food forest from the backyard, they wanted to see the lawn; they wanted the open space.
So it ended up being a smaller thing, the first phase than what we originally thought it was
going to be. And [so despite] this guy who was not … very supportive, … he wasn’t going
to stop it.
After the creation of the food forest, neighbours have sought to add additional elements to the
collective space, and Gabor has an ambitious longer-term vision for the space:
Since phase one of the fruit forest, we’ve put in applications for subsequent grants. We
built a gazebo together and bought a community owned apple press. We bought some tents.
And then got some money for our concert series last year…My secret long-term vision is
for this neighborhood to evolve into an eco-village. But it won’t be one of those…
intentional communities where you’re planning it. But I guess I’m hoping that leading by
example more people will be doing this stuff… my hope is that the community and
everyone individually but working together, will help each other. But then, collectively in
the city parks, we will do more of these types of projects and look after the city parks that
are within our neighborhood.
This chapter has devoted a considerable amount of space to discussing Gabor’s various efforts
extending outwards from his yard, to his neighbourhood, to the city of London, as he offers a
number of lessons for how spaces for pollinators can be enhanced in urban areas. He points out
that as a community leader who does all his gardening work in the open (partly thanks to a uniquely
large side lot), he ends up having conversations with his neighbours while carrying about his
everyday activities. He has also worked to create spaces of communal sharing, first with the fruit
trees on the edges of his property and then moving outwards to the boulevard and neighbourhood
food forest. While he is active in applying for city funding, in general he doesn’t wait for city
approval for most of his projects, with a good example being how he built on already existing
neighbourhood connections to create an initiative in the park in which key planning,
implementation, and maintenance decisions were made through participatory democratic process
which in turn fostered further efforts to purchase community owned items. The food forest and
other neighbourhood projects that received city funding were never dominated by the grant-writers
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but remain under democratic control through an informal coalition of neighbours. While this
involved some disagreements between neighbours, they have mostly managed to talk through their
problems, and efforts to expand the space for pollinators arrived at a level of momentum where
people who opposed certain aspects decided not to block the project.
Figure 5.6
Wood St. Food Forest

Note: The food forest has been part of transforming a small parkette in Gabor’s neighbourhood.

Despite his considerable success as a community organizer, and his desire to inspire other
similar efforts, Gabor does not assume that he has created a template that can work this way in
every neighbourhood. His vision of creating an ecovillage-from-below within the existing confines
of the city allows for more accessibility to people of varying incomes and includes both homeowners and tenants. In sum, Gabor is presenting a hopeful possibility that is not only changing the
spaces in his neighbourhood but that others in the city of London can learn from, exemplifying
Holloway’s urging that people who wish to build a more equitable and sustainable world need to
strive to create cracks, no matter how small, in the dominant system. In Gabor’s case, he has
created cracks of resistance to alienation within the urban environment, in which the dandelions,
bees, butterflies, and many other beings can flourish.
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6. Invasive competitors, despised others, or allies? Urban honey bees
and wild native bees
6.1. Introduction
In June 2018, as I was in the midst of my fieldwork, I noticed a City of Toronto tweet
celebrating pollinator week, with an infographic about native bees in the city (see Figure 1) 25. I
was immediately struck by the fact that while the infographic alludes to multiple threats to native
bees, it was specific about just one: “Unregulated European honey bee hives,” which it identified
as “one of the largest threats to native bees because they aggressively outcompete for resources”
(emphasis in original).
1.
City of Toronto Pollinator Week infographic (on Twitter 2018)

25

Pollinator week occurs every year in North America during the last week of June. It began in 2007 when the U.S.
Senate designated that particular week as “National Pollinator Week” (Pollinator Partnership) and is currently
c2elebrated across Canada and the US, typically through events organized by various non-profit environmental
organizations that focus on native pollinator health, often in collaboration with municipal governments.
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What struck me about this claim is that the scientific research does not indicate that Apis
mellifera poses one of the biggest threats to wild native bees, but rather that a range of other factors
are driving declines including habitat loss and fragmentation, pesticides, pathogens, invasive
species (most often referring to plants), and climate change (Goulson et al., 2015). Shortly after I
saw this infographic, I attended a monthly meeting of the Urban Toronto Beekeepers Association
(UTBA) where Lorraine Johnson was speaking about the Pollinator Protection Strategy (PPS),
which she helped to devise as a member of the Pollinator Advisory Group, together with staff from
the City of Toronto (as indicated chapter 5, Lorraine is a well-known urban agriculture and native
gardening expert and frequently consults with city officials). Tensions were high at this meeting
as beekeepers felt that some of the language in the PPS and on the City of Toronto’s website
promoting it contained anti-honey bee sentiment. In an effort to defuse this tension, Lorraine
explained that the Pollinator Advisory Group had decided to follow the precautionary principle in
weighing the potential risks of urban honey bees to wild native bees. As the meeting wore on, the
incoming tension turned into expressions of anger and frustration which were unfortunately
directed at Lorraine. Jill, a backyard beekeeper in Toronto, gives a good indication of the emotional
intensity of some of the beekeepers at the meeting. She describes her concerns with the PPS and
the Pollinator Advisory Group:
… my concern with that discussion…was they were talking about the evidence around the
honey bee piece [i.e. the threats it poses to wild native bees]. They had brought together a
panel of people to reach consensus around that whole particular issue, but there’s always
the politics of any of those types of situations and what counts as evidence and what doesn’t
kind of count as evidence. And I’d want to kind of see that bigger picture, because it seemed
like there was a lot of people on that committee who were driving it from the perspective
that didn’t seem to be supporting honey bee, like beekeepers. And so then there was
concerns about if things change from like a provincial to municipal jurisdiction and this
was the way this was going in Toronto what that might actually mean for honeybees and
people who might be wanting to keep honeybees…maybe it was because I just didn’t
personally like that idea. Because I kind of like my honey bees now and I don’t want to
have to give them up. I was really pissed.
These sentiments were, however, strongly rebutted by Roger, a honey bee researcher at York
University and enthusiastic native plant gardener, whose yard and insights into pollinator
gardening were discussed in chapter 5, and who was also on the Pollinator Advisory Group. In an
interview, Roger reflected on some of the objections beekeepers had raised about the document:
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I have heard concerns from some honey bee keepers that the document is negative about
honey bees. The document does state that honey bees compete with native bees, which I
believe is true and so it’s very hard sometimes to deal with putting the truth down in a
document that becomes a policy document because then people who haven’t had the
background read it and think: what?! I know there is a vigorous discussion going on among
honey beekeepers that this document is a bad thing.
The debate about whether honey bees cause harm to native bees or not was the most
prominent conflict about urban beekeeping that I encountered during my fieldwork, and it is
particularly heated in Toronto where it has the potential to affect the practice of beekeeping in the
near future. This debate involves conflicting ideas about invasiveness and belonging, which is
where I begin, before exploring the question of whether honey bees should be understood to be an
invasive species (while recognizing that they are non-native). As I will show, although much of
the evidence of honey bee harm to native bees comes from studies conducted in rural areas, most
policy action is targeted at urban and hobbyist beekeeping. I argue that, counter to the City of
Toronto infographic the chapter began with, hobbyist beekeepers can play an important role in
creating flourishing ecological life worlds because they often act as native bee stewards and have
the potential to raise healthier honey bees. I conclude by arguing that rather than pitting honey
bees against wild native bees, the focus of native bee advocates should be to strive to create
landscapes of abundance, which should involve building bridges with hobbyist beekeepers and
pollinator gardeners. As in chapters 4 and 5, pseudonyms are used for all participants except for
the expert participants for whom real names and titles are used unless requested otherwise.

6.2. What does it mean for a species to be invasive?
The debate about whether honey bees belong in cities partly hinges on whether or not honey
bees, as a semi-domesticated animal that is widely regarded as ‘livestock’ (Colla & MacIvor,
2016), belong in the green spaces of cities such as parks, riparian forests, and private yards. This
is a new debate regarding honey bees, but not with respect to other livestock animals, or with
respect to some wild animals that are perceived to not belong in cities (Robichoud, 2019;
Jerolmack, 2008). Further, this debate is not only being waged in Toronto but appears to be on the
rise in cities throughout Canada, the USA, and Europe.
Another layer of this debate centres on how both urban residents and various levels of
government should relate to non-native animals who live in cities. On the surface, the definition
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of an invasive species might seem to be simple and straightforward focusing on whether a given
species is presently established outside of their natural range and causing clear harm to a native
plant or animal species. But it gets far more complicated depending on the animal or plant in
question, which becomes quickly apparent when we consider how some non-native species get
considered naturalized, and in the case of domesticated animals, are often seen to belong in a
landscape. Almost all domesticated animals in Canada are non-native species, with the exception
of turkeys and, in most instances, dogs. Some Indigenous societies in pre-invasion North America
had dogs, but they did not have any other large domesticated animal for labour or food. The matter
of invasiveness is also complicated by the fact that many species of plants and animals have moved
dynamically across landscapes, often with humans, over long periods of time, accelerating in
recent centuries and also now with climate change. A series of very complex question arise. For
instance, how do we determine harm when an animal plays important roles in human-created
landscapes, systems, and lives? What if the benefits to humans (e.g. livestock) comes at the
expense of wild animals (e.g. through habitat loss)? How do we determine if the non-native animal
(or plant) is creating the harm or if the harm is caused by the socioeconomic systems in which they
are embedded?
Many plants and animals were brought to the Americas by European colonialists, both
intentionally and unintentionally, and the impacts have been largely destructive to ecological life
worlds in North America as well as having many devastating effects on Indigenous societies,
including through their role in the expropriation of land. Crosby (2004) detailed how much of the
destruction preceded the physical presence of Europeans in a given landscape, as many devastating
pests and pathogens novel to the continent moved ahead of European conquest settlement. The
Western honey bee, Apis mellifera, was one of those species brought intentionally by colonialists,
and its arrival can be pinpointed to an exact year and place – Vermont in 1622 (Crane ,1999),
which means they have lived under human management – and as feral colonies – in parts of the
Eastern USA and Canada for almost 400 years.
The Government of Canada (n.d.) defines an alien species as a “species that have become
established in areas outside their natural range,” and indicates that “generally, alien species do not
pose a significant risk, and many are even beneficial. However, when alien species are capable of
causing significant harm to our environment, the economy or to society, they are referred to as
‘invasive alien species’.” Within the field of ecology, there is no consensus on what exactly an
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invasive species is, how to determine invasiveness, and what to do with invasive species; in fact,
there are heated debates about these issues within the sub-field of invasion biology that have been
ongoing for at least two decades (Cassini, 2020; Crowley et al., 2017).
In defining alien species, not surprisingly the Government of Canada does not attempt to
place them in a wider historic context, and recognize that the extent of environmental impacts is
often contingent on the socioeconomic systems they are embedded in (e.g. cattle occupy a
tremendous amount of Canadian land). The damage wrought by non-native species to the
ecological life worlds of the Americas is, therefore, not necessarily inherent in various species but
relates to their role in colonial and capitalist transformations. In other words, while some
introduced species are harmful to ecological life worlds, negative impacts cannot be separated
from their socio-ecological relations within colonialism and capitalism. This relates directly to my
case that honey bees are not inherently ecologically destructive, but rather that their negative
impacts are principally connected to their place in industrial capitalist agriculture.

6.3. Are wild native bees harmed by urban honey bees?
Before examining the harmful ways in which honey bees are embedded in industrial
capitalist agriculture, it is important to examine the risks that honey bees pose to wild native bees.
There is a small but growing body of evidence that demonstrates that honey bees outcompete wild
native bees for floral resources. In scientific terms, competition for resources exists between all
species who eat the same food sources. Wojcik et al. (2018) found that 10 of 19 scientific papers
showed some evidence of honey bees outcompeting wild native bees for floral resources. Malinger
et al. (2017) also assessed research on competition for floral resources, as well as pathogen transfer,
and found that 53% of the studies they included in their review showed negative interactions either
in the form of competition or pathogen transfer. It is important to note that most of the studies
included in both of these reviews were conducted in rural landscapes, often in areas that contain
some wild native bee habitat (i.e. with unmanaged grasses, shrubs, and trees) bordering areas of
industrial agriculture. The honey bees in these studies have either been brought to the agricultural
fields to provide pollination services or they were migratory bee hives being trucked across
landscapes that were resting in between being used for pollination services. In both cases, it makes
sense that the sudden arrival of hundreds or thousands honey bee colonies would be disruptive to
much smaller populations of wild native bees resident in the area. Several studies have
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demonstrated that the type of landscape may play a crucial role in the level of competition for
floral resources between honey bees and wild native bees, with increased competition evident in
simplified landscapes that contain a high level of non-native plants (Herbertsson et al., 2016) while
more complex, biodiverse landscapes tend to allow for better coexistence between honey bees and
wild native bees (Franklin et al., 2018). It should be noted that not all studies about competition
between honey bees and wild native bees show an increase in competition, they simply show that
it exists, and it may be that wild native bees have adapted to the competition from honey bees since
the arrival of the latter hundreds of years ago, especially where their density is not that great (i.e.
where they are not bound up in the relations of industrial agriculture). One of the central
recommendations given by both Wojcik et al. (2018) and Malinger et al. (2017) is that further
research is needed on the long-term impacts of honey bees on populations of wild native bees, with
respect to both competition and pathogen transfer, and in a variety of other landscapes in addition
to the margins of agriculture.
There are a small number of studies about competition and pathogen transfer between
honey bees and wild native bees in urban environments. Ropars et al. (2019) analyzed whether
honey bees compete with wild native bees in Paris, France, and showed that large solitary bees
stop foraging when they get within 500 m of a honey bee colony, while bumblebees (who have a
larger forging range) stop foraging within 1 km of honey bee colonies. They also demonstrated
that small solitary bees and other insects were largely unaffected by the presence of honey bee
colonies. Ropars et al. (2019) indicate that they were not able to establish correlation, but their
results are in line with some of the results of papers done in rural contexts and seem to suggest
similar patterns. It is also notable that Ropars et al. (2019) found that honey bees have a high
preference for managed over wild species of plants while native bees are much more likely than
honey bees to visit wild species of plants and exhibit an equal preference for both wild and
managed plants. This indicates that while there may be some competition among honey bees and
wild native bees in urban environments, the nature of landscape practices within cities can have
an important to role to play in the flourishing of all species of bees. A couple other recent studies
about the relationship between urban honey bees and wild native bees have also shown that
competition from honey bees has little to no negative impact on wild native bee populations, with
one study from Michigan indicating that other species of non-native bees were more detrimental
to urban native bees than honey bees, perhaps because these non-native wild bees were
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outcompeting them for nesting sites (Fitch et al., 2019). A study based in Australia found that
while non-native honey bees (which Europeans also introduced there) were abundant in an
ecologically restored site, the native bees were nevertheless resilient and did not appear to be
impacted by the presence of honey bees (Lomav et al., 2010).
However, this should not imply coexistence is always benign: it is clear that there can be
an oversaturation of honey bees in urban environments. The authors of the Parisian study estimated
that the urban environment there contains 6.5 honey bee colonies per km2, whereas London (U.K.)
is estimated to have 10 colonies per km2 and Brussels has 15 colonies per km2 (Ropars et al., 2019).
One way to assess possible oversaturation of honey bees is to determine if there is a lack of
adequate nectar and pollen collection among honey bees outside of dearth periods but this is
inadequate approach given that by the time honey bees are found to be deprived or starving many
wild native bees may have already suffered.
Scott MacIvor is an Assistant Professor of Biology at the University of Toronto who
focuses heavily on the biology of pollination and native bees in urban areas, whose research on
the problems with ‘bee hotels’ I discussed in chapter 5. He is also an outspoken opponent of
allowing honey bees to be kept in cities, indicating in our interview that he is most concerned about
competition for resources. As indicated earlier, honey bees have been present in North American
landscapes for a long time, and this includes cities such as Toronto. The fact that honey bees and
wild native bees have shared landscapes for centuries suggests that indications of a recent increase
in harm caused by honey bees through floral competition and pathogen transfer may be much less
about honey bees themselves and more associated with the changing practises associated with
beekeeping. While hobbyists beekeepers are often blamed for contributing to the spread of pests
and pathogens within bee populations, as addressed in chapter 4, the vast majority of colonies
managed in North America are managed by rural, large-scale commercial beekeeping enterprises.
While such critiques (especially to the extent they circulate in the media) may give an impression
that hobbyist beekeeping has drastically increased populations of honey bees, in reality the vast
majority of bee colonies are kept by large commercial beekeeping operations (CHC, n.d.) The
Canadian Honey Council states that in Canada approximately 80% of all honey bee colonies are
managed by 20% of all beekeepers (ibid). As discussed in chapter 2, the main changes in the scale
and practices of honey bee management have been driven by the development of large-scale
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commercial, migratory beekeeping and its integration into increasingly simplified and
standardized industrial agriculture landscapes.
The industrialization of agriculture necessitated the creation of a large-scale commercial
beekeeping industry which mirrors many of the practices utilized within industrial livestock
agriculture (Ellis et al., 2020). Solitary wild bees do not tend to thrive in landscapes dominated by
chemical-intensive monocultures, so the rising scale and movement of managed bee colonies – for
contracted pollination services – has been necessary to enable the continued production of those
crops that require animal pollination. The provision of pollination services is now the main revenue
stream for large-scale commercial beekeepers, who sometimes move across vast distances to fulfill
pollination contracts, especially in the U.S. (Durant, 2019). In these operations, honey bee hives
are packed up at night when most of the foraging bees have returned to the hives, put onto transport
trucks, and moved to new locations where they will pollinate a crop that is in bloom for about 3 to
6 weeks, depending on the crop, before being moved to a new location and a new crop. In North
America, honey bees are most commonly used to pollinate cranberries, blueberries, apples, various
stone fruits, and almonds (Sagili & Burgett, 2011).
Although some large monoculture farms use organic practices, that is very rare and the
great majority of monoculture farms treat their crops with varying combinations of pesticides,
including herbicides, insecticides, and fungicides. In these contexts, pollinating honey bees are not
only limited to a single type of plant in bloom over large areas, but also an array of toxic chemicals.
There is a compelling body of evidence that indicates that the range of chemicals may be an
important part of the problems facing honey and other bees, as they tend to fare worse when faced
with multiple pesticides than they do where they encounter the same volume but with a single type
of pesticide (Thompson et al., 2014; Tosi & Nieh, 2019; Zhu et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2020). There
is also increasing evidence that honey bees used for pollination services have nutritionally deficient
diets (Wright et al., 2018; Arien et al., 2018; Sharpe et al., 2009), which compounds the risks to
honey bee colonies associated with pesticide exposure (Tosi et al., 2017; Schmehl et al., 2014).
As crucial as they are to industrial agriculture, commercial beekeeping practices are
nevertheless understudied by scientists and social scientists, and there are indications that many of
the common practices are harmful to the health of honey bees. In addition to the movement of bee
colonies over vast distances and the narrow diets that result from pollinating a single crop, honey
bee health is adversely affected by: the keeping of hundreds of colonies of bees in close proximity
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to one another which may increase the spread of pests and pathogens (Seeley, 2019); the regular
use of miticides to kill varroa mites (Johnson, 2015; Martin, 2004); the regular use of prophylactic
antibiotics to protect against American Foulbrood; and the routine feeding of sugar syrup and
artificial pollen patties. The movement of bees over vast distances entails long periods contained
in trucks, resulting in unnatural diurnal and seasonal rhythms that can put stress on colonies
(Simone-Finstrom et al., 2016) and spread pests and pathogens to unaffected bee colonies (Seeley
& Vissher, 2015). In regions where there are large areas of crops that require contract pollination
services, thousands of bee colonies from multiple beekeepers can arrive in the blooming period.
The almond industry is the most extreme example of this, as over 60% of all the honey bee colonies
in the US are transported to California every year for the almond bloom that begins in late February
and lasts for about six weeks (Goodrich, 2018). As indicated in chapter 4, the varroa mite, currently
considered the most harmful and pervasive pest facing honey bees in the US and Canada, only
arrived in the continent in the late-1980s with the importation of bees from countries in which
mites had already infested Apis mellifera, and has now spread to the point that it infests virtually
every bee colony. Based on research on feral honey bees in New York state, Seeley (2019)
hypothesizes that honey bee colonies prefer to be about 1 km from each other, whereas in a
commercial beekeeping operation an apiary can contain hundreds of beehives in extremely close
proximity.
The level of floral competition that migratory, commercial beekeeping operations bring to
wild native bees has also been augmented by intensification on the margins of monocultures.
Durant (2019) notes that many large-scale industrial farmers are increasingly removing hedgerows
and patches of wildflowers on the edges of their farms in order to make room for more cash crops.
In response, with more acreage devoted to cash crops, migratory beekeepers have to find other
places to rest their bees between pollination contracts, moving them close to areas of wild bee
habitat, including in parks, conservation areas, meadows, or unenhanced pasture. Based on his
research on honey bees, Roger acknowledges that honey bees do compete with wild native bees at
some level, but indicates that this competition mostly plays out in and surrounding agricultural
landscapes:
I think that there can be competition in places because beekeepers will move hives to areas
for specific crop pollination purposes and, for instance, if you’re an apple grower and
somebody moves in 100 hives during apple bloom, well certainly those 100 hives will be
competing with native bees. There is a non-migratory style of beekeeping where the person
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just keeps the hives on their farm or wherever, that’s somewhat less likely to compete
because they can’t keep more than a certain number of hives because of the amount of food
in the neighbourhood.
As noted, along with competing for food, migratory, commercial beekeeping operations risk
introducing pests and pathogens to both resident honey bees and wild native bees, as thousands of
honey bee colonies get introduced to relatively small areas for short periods of time.
Sometimes native bee advocates argue that even a single honey bee colony is harmful to native
bees, flooding the landscape with thousands of additional bees, but this is based on a
misunderstanding of the nature of honey bee colonies and the life cycles of bees. In a colony, only
a portion of the bees actually go out to forage in the landscape, while most worker bees remain in
the hive carrying out various tasks related to raising brood, caring for the queen, creating honey,
and protecting the colony. The foraging bees are adult worker bees older than 21 days, which is
about half the natural lifespan of the average worker bee (Abou-Shaara, 2014). It is not accurate,
therefore, to characterize a single hive as flooding the landscape with 50,000 bees (a number that
might be present in a typical honey bee hive) in search of pollen and nectar. However, hundreds
of thousands and often many millions of honey bees do flood certain landscapes when commercial
beekeeping hives are brought into an area to pollinate blooming monoculture crops.
It is also important to recognize that honey bees are not the only managed bees that cause
concern for native bee advocates. The use of managed bumble bees in the greenhouse industry is
growing, (Evans, 2017), and risks spreading bumble bee-specific pests and pathogens. Bumble
bees are efficient pollinators of the small flowers of tomatoes and other plants because they use
buzz pollination (vibrating their body to shake the pollen out of flowers), and managed bumble
bees have become crucial to the greenhouse tomato industry, which is a very prominent form of
agriculture in parts of Southwestern Ontario, most notably around the city of Leamington in
Windsor-Essex (Windsor-Essex Economic Development, n.d.). Managed bumble bees sometimes
face some of the same problems with increased pathogens that are familiar to honey bee colonies
and domesticated animals more generally, due to being kept in closer proximity to one another
than they would be in the wild, which allows for more rapid pathogen transfer. Although honey
bees are regulated and monitored by OMAFRA, with a focus on pests and pathogens as well as
movement of queens and colonies across borders, the managed bumble bee industry is not
regulated to the same degree (Evans, 2017).
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In our interview, Dan and Luc of Humble Bee both argued that the bumblebee industry
poses a more serious problem than is presently acknowledged. According to Dan, “if you really
want to look for a villain in the native bee issue honey bees aren’t it,” because they “are very well
regulated” whereas “bumblebees are not. So, there is a bumblebee industry in Ontario that has
pretty much zero oversight.” Luc added to this point, noting that:
There has been some good research about how bumble bees escaped from these
greenhouses and basically decimated the local bumble bee population, because they were
screened for honeybee diseases, but not bumblebee diseases. And that had a major impact.
That’s probably why we’ve…seen some bees disappear. And there’s, I think only two or
three companies in the world that are rearing these bumblebees en masse in the largest
scale imaginable for a bumblebee, and they’re being shipped worldwide and that’s an issue
[for genetic diversity and risks of pathogen transfer]. That is completely horrible, and no
one’s talking about that. I think honey bees can be an easy target because they’re out there
and there is some bad beekeeping going on.
There are also a few other native bee species that are managed on a smaller scale in North
America, mainly mason bees and leafcutter bees, which are used by the orchard industry as they
are very efficient at pollinating the blossoms of fruit-bearing trees. These are also commonly
available for anyone to purchase at nurseries for their own backyards or small farms. Scott MacIvor
expressed concern that species of mason and leafcutter bees that are native to British Columbia are
being shipped to or bred in Southern Ontario and the eastern provinces of Canada. Unlike managed
bumble bees, these bees are not contained, but are put into human-created nests in orchards or
backyards, where they may or may not stay. While honey bees are the most populous and impactful
non-native bee species in North America, there are also several other bee species that were
unintentionally introduced from Europe or Asia, and it is possible that they too could increase the
competition for floral resources and nesting sites facing wild native bees. In short, there are an
array of threats facing wild native bees that stretch far beyond urban honey bees. Drawing on his
experience in both commercial beekeeping in agricultural contexts and small-scale urban
beekeeping (noted in chapter 4), Dan is adamant that native bee advocates should be much less
concerned with the latter and much more concerned with confronting industrial agriculture,
especially the use of pesticides; in his words: “focusing on honey bees versus native bees is entirely
asking the wrong question…You gotta ask, ‘why are we at the point where we need our cities to
be pollinator sanctuaries in the first place?’ It all comes down to the insanity of our agricultural
practices.”
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6.4. Where do honey bees belong?
The concerns about floral competition and pathogen transfer between honey bees and wild
native bees has led to some heated debates about whether honey bees belong in cities where the
vast majority of beekeeping is small-scale and hobbyist. Scott MacIvor strongly believes that
honey bees do not belong in cities at all. When I asked him if and where they belong in North
America, he insisted that they do have a necessary function in conventional agriculture, but
nowhere else. In an article MacIvor co-wrote with Sheila Colla, a conservation biologist at York
University who studies bumble bees they wrote that, “there are important yet often ignored reasons
why increasing their [honeybee] numbers outside intensive agricultural systems should be avoided.
Honeybees have large colonies and have become invasive in all regions outside of their Old World
origin.” (Colla & MacIvor, 2017, 1202-1203) When I asked about the role of honey bees in small
scale agriculture, MacIvor indicated his belief that it is possible to maintain polycultural and
organic agricultural landscapes without managed honey bees.
In making this argument, Colla and MacIvor are effectively proposing that agro-industrial
monocultures should be considered to be sacrifice zones in which we accept that most species of
bees cannot thrive, which includes a view of honey bees as something close to a sacrifice animal.
I have a few problems with this argument. First, as outlined in the previous section – and as Scott
acknowledges – the honey bees contained in large-scale migratory beekeeping operations tend to
be very unhealthy, and are frequently moved over large distances in response to a problem posed
by industrial capitalist agriculture. If one of the main concerns about the impacts of honey bees on
wild native bees is pathogen transfer, then this system is the root of the problem, because the
populations are so much greater and because sickly honey bees do not simply stay on monocultured
fields or resting areas on their margins. Unlike other livestock animals, honey bees leave human
created enclosures and ranges to find their own forage, which is clearly influenced by humans
(reflected in the fact that pollination services can be bought and sold) but also reaches beyond
human control at some level, with bees frequently moving as many as 5 kilometres in the
landscape, and up to 8 km if they are unable to find good sources of nectar and pollen, which can
happen in heavily monocultured landscapes.
Figure 6.2 shows the 8 km radius around a commercial apple orchard near London, Ontario
that could conceivably have honey bees on site to provide ‘pollination services’. It is clear from
this simple map that a honey bee transported to the site and released could easily encounter
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landscapes that extend beyond the orchard and include: monocultured fields (mostly conventional
but some organic), a small town, the outer suburbs of a city, a conservation area and forested areas.
If honey bees were only kept on monocultured orchards and fields, they would continue to swarm
and sometimes go feral because swarming behaviour cannot be completely prevented by
beekeepers. Even if the honey bees only swarm within a couple kilometres of their hives, bee
colonies that once resided in rural areas could make their way into cities within a couple
generations, especially in a heavily populated region such as Ontario. This hypothetical example
helps to illustrate why it is in the interest of wild native bees to have healthy colonies of honey
bees located throughout rural landscapes in southern Ontario.
Figure 6.2.
Map of 8 km. Radius near London, Ontario

Note: An 8 km radius around Appleland, a large apple orchard near London, ON. Map created by author using Google
Maps.

Another concern with the notion that honey bees should be relegated to sacrifice zones of
chemical intensive monocultures is that these spaces are not spatially bounded as some might like
to imagine, but rather have serious impacts on humans and other-than-humans. Much of rural
southern Ontario is already dominated by monocultures of soy and corn, with pockets of intensive
fruit and vegetable production scattered throughout. If more parts of southern Ontario were to be
turned into sacrifice zones it would further reduce wild native bee habitat and necessitate more
sickly honey bees getting used for pollination services.
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Some urban beekeepers are very conscious of the fact that they are blamed for certain
problems even though the great majority of honey bee colonies are in rural areas and face serious
health problems. Angela ElzingaCheng is the Executive Director of Greenest City (an
environmental non-profit) in Toronto who assisted in the founding of the Toronto Beekeepers
Collective as an employee at FoodShare26, noted that while she appreciates why the provincial
government needs to manage beekeeping, she does not be believe they should be managing “it in
an urban environment [specifically]. What they should be managing is the health of our honey
bees, way sooner than they should be managing how many honey bees we have.”
Scott and other wild native bee advocates who are critical of urban beekeeping rightly point
out that honey bees are not wild animals and should not be understood as subjects of conservation
efforts. They go so far as to argue that people who misconstrue the problems facing honey bees in
terms of biodiversity conservation are in fact engaging in ‘bee-washing’, in the sense that they are
justifying expanding honey bee colonies at the expense of attention to wild native bees (Westreich,
2020). But urban beekeepers are not complicit in this. As I discussed in chapter 4, most urban
beekeepers share the view that honey bees are semi-domesticated animals, and see them as a
complementary part of urban agricultural activities. Because of this, some urban beekeepers also
have their own critiques of the ‘save the bees’ discourse that has emerged in popular culture since
the 2000s, in part because they worry it attracts people to beekeeping who do not understand the
need for beekeepers to actively manage bee colonies.
While it is mistaken to consider the flourishing of domesticated and semi-domesticated
animals as a conservation issue, it is important to recognize that agriculture has momentous
environmental impacts and ethical implications, and that domesticated animals are still part of
ecological life worlds. Domesticated animals that are used in agriculture are vulnerable to polluted
environments, toxic chemical exposure, and physical harms (Weis, 2013), and the impact of
pollutants and toxins on domesticated animals can give humans important early signals of wider
public health risks problems. For instance, an attentive farmer will notice his cows are suddenly
sick after eating poisoned food (Chapman, 1977), and a mindful beekeeper will notice her colony’s
health is deteriorating after a field of corn is sprayed (Maderson & Wynne-Jones, 2016).
Neonicotinoids are a class of systemic pesticides that has exploded in use on a world scale
over the past two decades, and together, honey bees and beekeepers have been at the forefront of
26

Foodshare is the parent organization of the TBC.
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sounding the alarm about the long-term harms they pose (Suryanarayanan & Kleinman, 2017). It
is clear that honey bees are very adversely impacted by neonicotinoids (from sudden mortality to
diminished sense of direction), and evidence is now accruing that this class of pesticides is also
negatively affecting many other types of animals, including wild native bee species (Hallmann et
al., 2015; Gibbons et al., 2015; van der Sluijs et al., 2015). As persistent and systemic pesticides,
neonicotinoids move through the landscape and make their way into waterways, non-target
wildflowers, and animal bodies. In a comprehensive review of the impacts of neonicotinoids, van
der Sluijs et al. (2015, 48-49) state that:
The present scale of use, combined with the properties of these compounds, has resulted in
widespread contamination of agricultural soils, freshwater resources, wetlands, non-target
vegetation and estuarine and coastal marine systems, which means that many organisms
inhabiting these habitats are being repeatedly and chronically exposed to effective
concentrations of these insecticides.
The neonicotinoid example plainly illustrates how the problems facing honey bees, and bees in
general, cannot be understood in a spatial vacuum.
In light of the strong evidence to indicate the centrality of industrial agriculture and
pesticides to the problems facing populations of both honey bees and wild native bees in North
America, it is important to consider why some wild native bee advocates are putting so much focus
on the presence of beekeeping in cities. To return to the example that I began this chapter with,
why does the city of Toronto label honey bees as one of the biggest threats to wild native bees
during Pollinator Week and not even mention any of the larger threats? As Scott and Roger
acknowledge, there has been limited empirical research on pathogen transfer and competition
between urban honey bees and native bees as yet, with only a few studies focusing on the relations
between honey bees and wild native bees within urban environments.
In my interviews with 4 scientists who research bees, pollination, and ecology, they all
acknowledged the fact that wild native bees are adversely affected by pesticides and habitat loss
at some level, although one scientist downplayed the impact of pesticides and one claimed it is not
as big a problem for North American native bees as European native bees (despite the fact that
most of the same pesticides are widely used on both continents). These scientists also recognize
that the loss of habitat and forage from urbanization and industrial agriculture are major causes of
population declines among wild native bees, and that there is growing evidence that climate change
is negatively impacting wild native bees (Soroye et al., 2020; Miller-Struttman et al., 2015; Faleiro
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et al., 2018; Kerr et al., 2015). In light of these problems, I struggled to understand the focus on
urban honey bees with respect to wild native bees, and came to suspect that it may stem from a
perception among some scientists that the negative impacts of industrial agriculture and climate
change are ‘wicked issues’ that are too big for any viable, immediate interventions and therefore
not worth focusing on, unlike the presence of urban honey bees. Clearly, it will be much easier to
eradicate the practice of hobbyist beekeeping in a city like Toronto than it will be to stop the global
production and use of neonicotinoids.
If this is so, and some scientists are indeed prioritizing a smaller and ostensibly more
practical message over something bigger that they fear could get lost, popularly and politically, I
believe this is a serious miscalculation. Improved scientific literacy among the general public is
crucially important, and it is negatively impacted if scientists are not willing to admit that science
is continually evolving, and that there can be strong consensus around some issues while others
remain uncertain and contested. In short, the quest to improve scientific literacy should not reduce
complex issues to seemingly easier-to-process messages: it requires more scientific inquiry and
dialogue, not less (Hill, 1965). Like other academic disciplines, the sciences have entangled,
contradictory, and sometimes problematic relationships with capitalism and colonialism (Conner,
2020). For example, the study of insects came into its own as a formalized subdiscipline of biology,
Entomology, in large part through the search for effective insecticides (Robbins, 2007). Scientists,
including entomologists, need funding for labs and equipment and often find it in corporations,
even more so with widespread government cutbacks to higher education throughout the neoliberal
era (Fang, 2020), and clearly this risks reducing the willingness to engage in overtly political
debates.
In the debate about honey bee competition with wild native bees that I encountered in
Toronto, some scientists have taken clear political stances and engaged in lobbying action against
urban hobbyist and small-scale beekeepers. While I generally applaud the willingness of scientists
to engage in political activism, in this instance I believe that there has been a misguided focus on
the relatively small threat posed by urban honey bees, where there is limited empirical evidence.
This is all the more jarring because it entails downplaying the much larger threats associated with
industrial capitalist agriculture and pesticides where there is ample evidence of harm, which in
turn means – whether consciously or unconsciously – choosing not to confront agrochemical
corporations (Fang, 2020).
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The idea that landscapes can contain large sacrifice zones of industrial capitalist agriculture
without negatively impacting other ecological life worlds is simply not tenable, which is clearly
reflected in evidence about things like honey bee foraging patterns and the persistence of
neonicotinoid pesticides. Furthermore, efforts to increase sustainable food production from smallscale polycultures will require more pollination by animals, not less, and with the growing
evidence that some wild native bees are already suffering from climate change, (which is poised
to get much worse) it seems even more important that people engage in efforts to manage healthier
colonies of honey bees than prevail in most rural environments. I strongly concur with Luc’s
assessment that:
… pitting one bee against another is taking away from the important issues, the way more
important issues that are affecting native bees are pesticides, lack of habitat, climate
change. You know, these are issues that are much bigger than having competition. And to
pit bees against each other is, it’s not really worth it. I think it’s harmful for moving forward
in terms of trying to get things changed.
In order to be part of social movements that have the potential to affect the change in the problems
they are studying, scientists need to build alliances with people who are engaged in related
struggles. As I argue in the next section, hobbyist and small-scale urban beekeepers could be very
important collaborators for scientists who are working to promote wild native bee health and
habitats in urban environments.

6.5. Pollinator People and multi-species flourishing
6.5.1. Are urban honey bees healthier than (the majority of) rural ones?
If sickly honey bees have the potential to spread pathogens to wild native bees, it follows
that efforts to raise healthier honey bees have the potential to cause less harm to wild native bees.
Hobbyist and small-scale urban beekeepers do not follow most of the harmful practices of
commercial beekeeping outlined earlier, although they must confront pathogens and pests, which
are now endemic to all honey bees. This is not to suggest that hobbyist beekeeping is entirely
unproblematic for wild native bees. As discussed in chapter 4, some hobbyist beekeepers are
reluctant to treat their bees for mites or to monitor for other pathogens, which increases the
potential for sickly bees and in turn pathogen transfer to wild native bees. Another potential
concern relates to the potential for an over-saturation of honey bees in urban landscapes, which
could translate to too much competition for food (Ropars et al., 2019). Nevertheless, in spite of
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these concerns, there are multiple reasons why urban honey bees have the potential to be healthier
than their rural counterparts (at least given the dominant agricultural practices that prevail) when
they are adequately managed.
As noted in chapter 4, Dan and Luc established Humble Bee after having had experience
working in rural-based commercial beekeeping enterprises, and Dan’s explanation of why he now
focuses almost entirely on urban beekeeping is noteworthy:
… the move was 100% dictated by pesticide usage. So cosmetic pesticide bans in
municipalities meant that it [the urban environment] was the only safe place to keep bees
anymore. I was so discouraged and angry about pesticide damage that I was seeing that I
just quit beekeeping for two years.… I didn’t want to get more bees just to watch them die
again.
Multiple other beekeeper participants who had experience with both rural and urban beekeeping
expressed similar perspectives, indicating that they believe their urban bees are safer because they
are less exposed to pesticides.
Because of the drastic biological simplification of agricultural landscapes, there are many
instances where honey bees can find more diverse food sources in cities than they can in rural
areas, which can make them better able to resist the harms from pests and pathogens. For instance,
Dan recalled being amazed with his observations of how quickly urban honey bee colonies that
are kept on the roof a landmark hotel in downtown Toronto are able to build up their honey stores:
The Royal York bees, they were kind of my first exposure to urban beekeeping. And so
for the first year or two, I was just completely caught off guard by how quickly they
developed and how well they developed early in the season, and so [we] kind of found
ourselves scrambling to keep up with those ones a little bit because…13 floors up in the
middle of downtown Toronto, I wasn’t expecting them to do that well.…[But because of]
their shelter, they get a lot of heat, they get a longer foraging season because the urban
heat island effect. So I was just amazed at how advanced those bees were every spring
compared to some of the other ones we were managing. … that was my first real
introduction to urban hives, and kind of clearly illustrated for me how much different it
could be.
While some native bee advocates point to their concern about the competitive threat from honey
bees for floral resources, as indicated earlier, studies have shown that honey bees and wild native
bees tend to prefer different things, with honey bees more inclined towards non-native plants and
the plants associated with human agriculture (Urbanowicz et al., 2020). This is something that a
number of my beekeeper participants explicitly noticed, which is summarized well in a comment
from Dan:
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… everything in my personal experience out in the field suggests that when one pollinator
does well, they all do well. And also… we have so many different species of pollinators
because they are all occupying different niches. And so, I pay attention to what’s happening
when I’m out in the bee yard, what’s blooming, what bees are on and almost all the time, I
will see plants directly beside my beehives without a single honeybee on them that are
covered in different species of native bees.
While cities obviously have a lot of asphalt, concrete, steel, and spaces unconducive to
biodiversity, they also tend to contain a diversity of floral resources because of the variety of trees,
weedy plants, native plants, and human cultivated vegetables and herbs that are present, that taken
together can provide abundant sources of pollen and nectar for both honey bees and wild native
bees alike (Senapathi et al., 2017; Turo & Gardiner, 2019).
Urban hobbyist and small-scale beekeepers have the potential to foster healthier honey bees
because they do not generally move their bees, they do not maintain overcrowded apiaries or use
miticides excessively, and they generally only supply artificial feed when bees are evidently
starving. The benefits for bee health can be amplified if coupled with practices associated with
mindful and organic beekeeping. One aspect of this relates to propolis, the sticky glue that honey
bees make from the resin of trees. While several studies have shown that propolis has medicinal
value for honey bees (Simone-Fintrom et al., 2016; Simone-Finstrom & Spivak, 2012), it is a
common practice in commercial beekeeping enterprises to scrape propolis off hives because it
makes removing frames a slower process. Another aspect of beekeeping that affects bee health
relates to swarming. Commercial beekeeping enterprises use an array of strategies to inhibit
swarming behaviour, including clipping queen bees’ wings, making frequent colony splits, and
squishing queen cups and cells. However, swarming is not only necessary for colony reproduction
but is an important way that honey bees deal with pests and pathogens (Seeley, 2019). Although
there is no way of evading the need to reduce swarming in urban areas at some level, because of
the tensions and conflicts it can cause with neighbours and other urban residents, hobbyist and
small-scale beekeepers are more likely to permit some swarming of their hives and to attempt to
manage swarming behaviour with fewer splits, to better enable some of the health benefits of
swarming.
A central argument of chapter 4 was that hobbyist beekeeping is a sensuous and concrete
human activity that amounts to playful work. However, at the same time, it is important to
recognize that beekeeping itself is not an inherently sensuous, creative, or joyful activity. Like any
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form of work under capitalism, the various efforts and interventions associated with beekeeping
can become regimented, and workers can be alienated from the products of their own labour.
Further, when animals are directly involved in a capitalist industry, their bodies – and the products
their bodies produce – become commodities and part of the mechanization and regimentation of
the process, further increasing alienation of the human worker to the non-human animal. This is
not to suggest that all farmers, beekeepers, apiary workers, and farm workers do not feel any
connection to the animals they interact with; on the contrary, many undoubtedly do, and suffer as
a result because they are compelled to treat them as objects of profit-seeking activities and not as
fellow living beings. In other words, the relationship is between the human and the animal is
always present at some level, but capitalist imperatives incline it towards exploitation and
alienation and away from connection and care. Hobbyist and small-scale beekeeping are, on the
contrary, centered upon connection and care, and their unregimented nature allows beekeepers to
engage in practices that are mindful and bee-centred.

6.5.2. Commodification and over-saturation of urban honey bees
While most urban honey bee colonies are managed by hobbyist or small-scale beekeepers,
the growing popularity of urban beekeeping has propelled some people to pursue increasing
business opportunities in urban beekeeping, not only in selling particular commodities to hobbyists
and small-scale beekeepers but also in seeking to increase the scale of urban beekeeping
operations. This increase in the scale of beekeeping increases the potential of oversaturation.
Among my Toronto participants, including both beekeepers and wild native bee advocates, the
fear of oversaturation was frequently related to Alveole. Alveole is a Montreal-based urban
beekeeping company with operations in several cities in Canada and the US that seems to follow
a tech start-up model of beekeeping. I contacted Alveole representatives for an interview but
unfortunately they declined, though they did invite me to speak to their staff in Toronto and
Montreal in 2019 about my research on conflict over honey bees in cities. Alveole operate out of
stand-alone buildings in both Montreal and Toronto, which require significant capital to buy or
rent. Their staff is young and enthusiastic and I found surprisingly large, with at least 30 staff
members in attendance for my talk in Montreal. The staff I interacted with seemed to be sincerely
interested in the health and well-being of honey bees, as well as other species of bees. My
impression was that Alveole engages in some conventional commercial beekeeping practices and
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that they maintain hundreds of hives in each city. At the time of my fieldwork in 2018, they were
engaged in setting up rental hives at private residences in Toronto (as indicated in a quote below),
but in 2019 they abandoned this approach to focus exclusively on businesses and schools.
Peter is a member of the Pollinator Advisory Group, co-chair of the TBC, and owner of a
bee shop, and he expressed worry that with up to 3000 honey bee hives already in Toronto, it might
be oversaturated. He believes that there is not much room for further expansion, and any expansion
should not involve for-profit beekeeping enterprises:
…a company like Alveole, they want to put 2000 hives in the city. I know, at least off the
top of my head, [that] I could probably name 50 people with hives in the city. Now how
many are registered? I’ve talked to one of the provincial bee inspectors, so he went through
his list when I was on the pollinator advisory committee and had to get an estimate of hives.
He went through the number of registered bee yards and I think there were about at least
250 or something at that time, so with four or five hives per yard, that’s just the registered
ones.
Roger echoed Peter’s concerns about oversaturation, which he also viewed partly in the context of
knowing that for-profit beekeeping enterprises are seeking to expand:
One of the biggest trends that I highlight is that we now have for-profit companies. In
Quebec there’s one called Alveole which have as their business model: ‘Hey, you can help
the bees! Sign this contract with us and we'll manage one, two, whatever number of
beehives for you. You don’t have any of the muss, fuss, or bother. We’ll give you the honey
at the end of the season and you'll be helping the bees’. But they’re radically increasing the
number of bee hives in the city that will have an effect on native bees which will be in more
competition.
In addition to worries about oversaturation, a number of my research participants expressed
worries about whether Alveole registers their hives with the province and about their beekeeping
practices in general. Roger encapsulates concern about the lack of transparency:
Ontario’s honeybee regulatory process is fairly loose, so they are supposed to tell the
provincial body involved what they’re doing but I have talked to those provincial people
and they are not telling them. So, we don’t know what their [Alveole’s] standards of
practice are, we don’t know how many hives they have and so forth. Whereas some of the
well-established amateur groups like the Toronto Beekeepers Cooperative they’re open,
they’re communicative, so for instance, does Alveole do a good job on disease control?
We don’t know because they don't speak about it.
Emma is a member of the TBC who conducted an undergrad thesis on beekeeping in
Toronto, and she described how she was initially attracted to Alveole: “I was very curious, so I
went to their introduction to the backyard beekeeping that was free…it was an introduction to

166

beekeeping. But it was also a sales pitch [for residential rentals], which is what got me.” With her
interest in beekeeping burgeoning beyond her research paper, Emma decided to apply for a job
with Alveole in Toronto before she realized the timeline did not work for her. She described how
she was somewhat disconcerted by the limited training associated with the job she applied for,
with only a week training:
…And then you come back and you work four days a week for 10 hours a day by yourself
checking on hives, and for the first couple weeks you would go with a buddy, also a novice,
but then afterwards you’d be all on your own, which I found very overwhelming as an idea.
So, it just makes me distrust the quality of beekeeping that they’re doing, if they are willing
to hire someone with absolutely zero experience, give one very quick introduction, and
then send them out on their own, not having spent a full season beekeeping.
Yet in spite of these significant concerns about the training of their beekeeping staff, Emma did
nevertheless go on to suggest that some of the criticism of Alveole may not be fair:
I think that a lot of people who are beekeepers and mention Alveole haven’t looked into
what they actually are or what their motto actually is. And then of course at the collective,
I think Luc and Dan have a very particular perception of what Alveole is doing and I think
that is also is influenced by the fact that the Alveole business model is very similar in a lot
of ways to what they’re doing.
This quote makes reference to Humble Bee which, as discussed in chapter 4, operates a smallscale hive rental program in Hamilton and is run by Dan and Luc, who also act as the TBC mentors.
James in London is another beekeeper participant who also rents hives as part of his business
model, and like Dan and Luc, he indicates how people seeking to scale-up urban beekeeping
perceive hive rental programs as an important income stream. However, none of the other
beekeeping operations with hive rental programs in either Toronto or London had anything close
to the scale Alveole, or of a typical rural-based commercial beekeeping operation. To operate a
hive rental program with hundreds or thousands of hives requires large amounts of initial capital
investment and ongoing revenue to pay for staffing, warehouses for supplies, and the hive bodies,
bees, and various inputs.
My research suggests that the larger the scale of the beekeeping operation, the more likely
the beekeeper is to adopt some of the practices of conventional beekeeping, with Dan and Luc as
notable exceptions, as they are deeply committed to organic management of their hives. All of my
other beekeeper participants with operations of more than 25 hives tend to use beekeeping practices
that are more aligned to commercial beekeeping, such as occasional use of miticides, prophylactic
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antibiotics, and routine use of artificial feed, which can help to either increase honey sales or
quickly build up bee colonies27. Large-scale urban beekeeping operations that manage hundreds
or thousands of bee colonies tend to employ these practices due to the pressure to generate revenue,
and have to employ a significant number of workers who, although enthusiastic, may not initially
be experienced beekeepers, as Emma discovered.
In sum, if honey bees are allowed within urban environments, they will tend to have the
lowest negative impact on wild native bees if they are healthy, able to forage in abundant
landscapes, and managed at modest scales using organic methods and what I call bee-centred
beekeeping practices.

6.5.3. Beekeepers as native bee stewards
One of the most compelling arguments against urban beekeeping is simply that it is not
necessary for the pollination of urban plants or for honey production, which takes the focus away
from the concern about their impact upon wild native bee health through pests, pathogens, and
floral competition. Lorraine encapsulates part of this argument:
I don’t think now is the time to direct all those people who are worried about pollinators
and who are the ones who might think about having honey bees, I don’t think now is the
time to harness their energy into a honey beekeeping direction. I think now is a perfect
moment to harness their energy and concern and validate it and say, excellent, and here’s
exactly what you can do create habitat for native bees.
I agree with Lorraine that the best way for the average person who is concerned about the
plight of pollinators to get engaged is to plant abundant gardens filled with mostly native plants.
As I argued in chapter 4, keeping honey bees requires a considerable level of skill, knowledge, and
time, especially in the present context in which they face a multitude of pests, pathogens, and
environmental hazards. However, my research shows how interest in honey bees can be a crucial
stepping stone for people to develop and deepen their concerns for other bee species and other
insects more broadly. Because of this, urban hobbyist and small-scale beekeepers may be some of
the most important stewards for wild native bees. While the setback rule does incline some urban
beekeepers towards secrecy and contribute to some neighbourhood conflicts, as discussed, many
27

It should be noted that the practice of artificial feeding is not used to reduce honey bee foraging in urban or rural
environments. Honey bees continuously gather nectar and make honey, so the availability of sugar syrup doesn’t
stop this behaviour. Rather, this practice deters honey bees from consuming large amounts of their honey so that
there is more available for beekeepers.
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beekeepers nevertheless tend to be highly visible in their neighbourhoods and communities. For
those who have good relations with their neighbours, this visibility can relate to simple things like
chatting with neighbours over their fence about their honey bees. It is also common for urban
beekeepers to sell or gift their honey to neighbours or sell it at craft fairs and farmers markets,
which are also great spaces for engaging in conversations with people about honey bees. Some
urban beekeepers go beyond this and engage in various other forms of community outreach and
education. As I have indicated, the TBC provides a great example of this, as it regularly conducts
public workshops and events at their apiary sites. When these various engagements are added
together, I believe there is good reason to see urban beekeepers as the most visible ambassadors
for bees in their communities, more so than academic or government entomologists or pollination
biologists.
Most of my beekeeper participants reported having little knowledge of wild native bees
before they began to keep honey bees, other than basic knowledge about bumble bees, but many
indicated that after they began beekeeping they started becoming attentive to other bee species
inhabiting and visiting their spaces. Most of the backyard beekeepers I spoke with reported not
only spending a significant amount of time observing honey bees in their gardens but also
observing other insects, and some indicated how they began to cultivate an interest in and
knowledge about wild native bees. For example, Fran now teaches a session on wild native bees
in her Sustainable, Urban Beekeeping program at Humber College, which stresses the importance
of wild native bees to the functioning of ecological life worlds and emphasizes how these are the
bee species that are at most risk. Of the students in her program I spoke with, they all reported
becoming interested in wild native bees after that session and seeking out further knowledge.
In many ways honey bees are the charismatic micro-fauna of the insect world, along with
Monarch butterflies, a suggestion that was echoed throughout many interviews with my research
participants. Serena says, “I feel like honey bees are… the charismatic bee right that everyone
knows. I would love if people had a greater understanding, even myself, about how important
native bees are too. And how we can help them, but I feel like exposure and education [to honey
bees] are important,” in themselves as well as providing a great starting point for further inquiry
into wild native bees and other insects. Luc, who engages in a significant amount of community
outreach through both the TBC and Humble Bee, also described the powerful education role honey
bees can have:
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Honey bees can be a great [basis for] advocacy. They’re like the panda of the insect world.
People love them. People like honey and we can use that to bring up these other issues. No
one is really looking after the native bees. They’re suffering from the same issues the honey
bees are suffering from.…as beekeepers, we are in the industry and we’re able to actually
put some weight behind these issues, and make it part of our daily conversation, which we
do. I think it’s important if we sell bees we should talk about…what’s harming the bees
and not sugar-coat it.
Luc not only believes that beekeepers have an obligation to talk about native bee flourishing but
also to engage in related political advocacy, such as challenging the harmful practices of industrial
capitalist agriculture. Lynn is a hobbyist beekeeper in Toronto and an active member of the UTBA
who regularly runs education sessions for children that focus on honey bees while also including
information about wild native bees. The way she described her approach is illuminating: “I do start
off all of my talks with saying that native pollinators are actually the species that we are most
concerned about, but as beekeepers, because we interact with insects, and because we see them
and hopefully we stop and admire them, I think we are really good stewards for discussing the
risks of our native pollinators.”
Many of my beekeeper participants understand that wild native bees face more risks than
honey bees from pesticide use and lack of forage and habitat, and expressed a desire to create
landscapes that are not only good for their bee colonies but that can also help other species of bees
to flourish. Many commented to me that since beginning to keep bees they developed an interest
in pollinator-friendly gardening and had noticed an increase in wild native bees visiting their
spaces. Many of my beekeeper participants indicated the diversity of bee species and abundance
of bees in their backyards had both increased since they began beekeeping. It is obviously possible
that such responses simply reflect the fact that they started to be more aware of other bees since
keeping honey bees, but it is also probable that the beekeepers who began pollinator gardening
helped to create improved conditions for the flourishing of multiple bee species.
As I stressed in chapter 4, the activity of hobbyist beekeeping causes feelings of
enchantment in beekeepers partly because of the way in which it engages their senses. My
beekeeper participants regularly described feelings of awe and delight when encountering wild
native bees, just as they do when interacting with their honey bees. Because of this attention and
affection, beekeepers often relate to their land in ways that inclines them towards pollinator
gardening and makes them good stewards of wild native bees and insects of all kinds. As I
discussed in chapter 2, Federici (2019) argues that in order to break out of capitalist-induced
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alienation with other-than-humans, people have to become re-enchanted with the world, and I
believe that insects have an important part to play in this, though even dedicated animal liberation
advocates often find insects difficult animals with which to emotionally connect. The encounters
that hobbyist and small-scale beekeepers have with both honey bees and wild native bees may be
an important way in which humans can become enchanted with insects.

6.6. Against scarcity: cities as (potential) landscapes of abundance
A philosophical and political aspect of the debates around urban beekeeping in relation to
wild native bees that is often overlooked on both sides is a tacit acceptance of a starting point that
needs to be contested; that is, both sides often accept the inevitability of the manufactured scarcity
of capitalist-industrial agriculture and urban lawn landscapes. Scarcity has been naturalized within
capitalist societies to an extent that makes it seem as though there is limited space and resources
for humans, let alone sufficient space for other species like bees. However, as I stressed in chapter
2, the nature of scarcity is constructed within capitalism and the landscapes of scarcity that exist
have been manufactured by colonialism and capitalism (Mehta et al., 2019).
Critiques of what Mehta et al. (2019) call the politics and geography of scarcity can be seen
to fall into two distinctly opposed camps. On one side are ecomodernists and rambunctious
gardeners who argue that the Earth is full of abundance and so capitalist societies can more or less
continue with a few tweaks made to lessen ecological destruction and human misery. On the other
side are anti-capitalist and anti-colonialist critiques which, according to Mehta et al. (2019, 228),
argue that scarcity serves to sustain “elite and capitalist power” by justifying “resource acquisitions
and enclosures, large-scale policy reforms in the name of ‘austerity’ and intensification of
extraction whilst politically side-stepping more thorny politics of (re)distribution, misappropriation, dispossession and social justice.” Further, they argue that the use of scarcity in
justifying capitalist enclosure and austerity “has thus become an instrumentalized and totalising
hegemonic and largely unquestioned discourse, with the application of particular forms of
scientific knowledge, technology, governance, market mechanisms and innovation evoked as the
appropriate solutions” (Mehta et al., 2019, 224).
If there is an anti-capitalist and anti-colonial critique to be made of the politics and
geography of scarcity, there is also a need to couple it with an anti-capitalist, anti-colonial
aspiration for abundance. For Collard et. al (2015, 323), the pursuit of abundance means striving
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towards “futures with more diverse and autonomous forms of life and ways of living together.”
Calls to create abundance, in this conception, can be important in political and organizing work,
especially around food systems. There is, after all, far more than enough food produced in the
world to feed the human population, and yet widespread hunger and food insecurity persists due
to capitalist mechanisms of supply and demands (Patel, 2009).
Within food justice movements there are clashing ideas about the politics of scarcity and
the possibilities of abundance. For instance, the increasingly popular concept of food deserts
hinges on scarcity in the sense of retail options; that is, they are essentially defined as urban spaces
that lack sufficient places to purchase healthy food. As Reese (2019, 6) argues, this limited
definition often leads to a limited prescription: “’Food desert’ captures the imagination. When
people hear the term, many imagine a barren empty place. That is precisely why the term is
inadequate when applied to understanding food access. The focus on what is missing in a
neighbourhood is central to food desert definitions and often manifests in a narrow focus on
supermarkets.” Another way of approaching scarcity is through the conception of food apartheid,
which entails an explicitly anti-capitalist and anti-racist critique of the food system that is often
lacking in food desert literature. This conception can also emphasize abundance within lower
income and, often, racialized communities in terms of people’s knowledge, creativity, and
resilience.
Monocultured fields, lush lawns, and asphalt and concrete streetscapes are manufactured
landscapes of scarcity created partly through the deployment of pesticides and the dependence
upon the automobile and long-distance trucking. As Robbins (2007) argues and every vegetable
gardener and farmer knows, ecological life worlds are constantly moving towards dynamic
succession. Capitalist landscapes of scarcity are often very resource intensive and hard to maintain.
Some ecologists seem to accept landscapes of scarcity as not only inevitable but then, following
this, actively participate in creating more scarcity by focusing on removing further elements from
landscapes, including people, non-native plants, or non-native animals such as honey bees. For
some entomologists and pollination biologists, cities are conceived as important sites for
ecological restoration precisely because rural areas are accepted to be monocultured sacrifice
zones (Colla & MacIvor, 2016). However, this conception of restoration is still limited, as cities
are not treated as potential landscapes of abundance but instead as spaces where there cannot
possibly be enough flowers to sustain both wild native bees and managed honey bees.
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I believe that an alternative framework for biodiversity in cities is necessary, and this must
involve rejecting the politics of scarcity and the ways in which it is deployed to justify capitalist
enclosures, land grabs, and eradications. It should involve a new conception of abundance that
focuses not on capital, money, and resources, but on the creation of ecological life worlds in which
multiple species can flourish in the context of the ruins caused by colonialism and capitalism
(Collard et al., 2015). As Collard et al. (2015, 329) state, “orienting toward abundant futures
requires walking with multiple forms of resistance to colonial and capitalist logics and practices
of extraction and assimilation.” Part of this work must include confronting industrial capitalist
agriculture rather than accepting it as inevitable.
My pollinator gardener participants seek to foster polycultures based on a diversity of
plants, including a large amount of native plants coupled with a tolerance for non-native weedy
plants that do not outcompete native ones and provide food for insects. Although there continues
to be uncertainty about the impact of honey bee colonies on wild native bees, it is clear that
biologically simplified landscapes filled with mostly non-native plants do not tend to provide
sufficient food supplies capable of supporting a diversity of bee species, and are therefore likely
to foster competition rather than co-existence.
Given their role in pollinating many important food crops, heathy populations of honey
bees are essential to feeding the human population in an uncertain future of climate breakdown.
While large populations of sickly honey bees are presently managed in industrial capitalist
agricultural landscapes, there are many reasons to believe this is not sustainable for either honey
bees or wild native bees. Because pathogen transfer can occur from honey bees, and other managed
bees, to wild native bees, it is imperative for the health of wild native bees that honey bees are
healthy. Although honey bees must be carefully managed in urban landscapes, the potential that
they can thrive in cities alongside wild native bees gives an indication of how multispecies
flourishing can be pursued in capitalist ruins, if their mindful care is accompanied by efforts to
create and expand landscapes of abundance, as demonstrated by many of my research participants.
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7. Multispecies commoning in cities: urban farms, communityowned gardens, and collective apiaries
7.1. Introduction
This chapter builds on an important argument contained in both chapter 4 and 5, which is
that both hobbyist beekeeping and pollinator gardening can significantly alter individual’s
relationships to and with bees, and explores a further possibility: how humans might begin to
collectively transform our relationship with these animals in ways that spill out of our backyards
and into public and communal spaces – what I refer to as urban multispecies commoning. This is
especially urgent in the context of global declines in biodiversity, with widespread indications that
mass defaunation is unfolding due to a range of drivers, at the forefront of which is habitat loss
and climate breakdown (Ceballos et al., 2017). In this chapter, I explore three different initiatives
that each provide valuable lessons into how urban multispecies commoning can be fostered: Milky
Way Garden, Black Creek Community Farm, and the community apiaries of the Toronto
Beekeepers Collective and the London Urban Beekeepers Collective. As in the preceding
empirical chapters, pseudonyms are used for all participants except for expert participants for
whom real names and titles are used unless requested.
7.2. Case Study 1: The Milky Way Garden
It was a beautiful spring day in the Parkdale neighborhood of Toronto, with a warm sun
but slightly crisp air, and I was heading down an alleyway that is bordered by colourful graffiti on
one side and the back of the Parkdale Library on the other. I opened a wooden gate, and headed
into the Milky Way Garden, and was warmly greeted by my name by a group of about 20
gardeners, all older adults, many from Tibetan backgrounds, some men but mostly women, and
promptly encouraged to start gardening. The garden contains several raised beds, and even though
it was early in the season, each bed was already filled with a range of lush, thriving vegetables,
intercropped with some flowers. Over the course of many visits to this site over six months of
fieldwork, I came to appreciate this as a site of multispecies commoning that is unfolding in the
middle of a busy, vibrant, gentrifying urban neighbourhood, which provides not only food and
social connectivity to people, but also food and habitat to a variety of other-than-human species,
including bees.
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The Milky Way Garden is located in Parkdale, a lower-income neighbourhood in west
central Toronto that contains a mix of affordable high-rises, social housing, rooming houses, and
single-family homes. For decades Parkdale has been a neighbourhood where many newly-arrived
immigrants and refugees have chosen to settle, and it is reputed to have the largest Tibetan
population outside of Asia (Mok, 2020). It is also a neighbourhood that has been prized by real
estate developers, who are driving an aggressive process of gentrification that is threatening to
squeeze out many lower-income residents.28
The Milky Way Garden contains several raised beds filled with many different vegetables,
herbs, and flowers. The back half of the space is cleared with logs for benches and some patches
of pollinator plants. The entire space is surrounded by a wooden fence on three sides and, on the
fourth side, the walls of a church that houses the office of Greenest City, a small non-governmental
organization that supports the garden. It is very notable that the space itself is a community land
trust, having been the first property to be bought and managed by the Parkdale Neighbourhood
Land Trust (PNLT), as discussed further below. In addition to the community garden, the space as
a whole is also frequently used for various sorts of activist and community events, such as
workshops, film nights, and speak outs against gentrification.
The Milky Way Garden was created in 2007, by Tish Carnat, an ESL teacher with the
Toronto District School Board, together with her class. Tish’s description of her students helps to
understand the origins of the garden:
They’re all refugees. And they were mostly seniors, a lot of older people. And I was their
first teacher ever in their lives. And they’ve never had an opportunity to go to school
because they’ve been lifelong refugees fleeing their country. And when you arrive in
another country, you have to eke out a living. And then they, you know, could never get
citizenship, like the Tibetans could never get citizenship in India or Nepal, and they came
here with their kids to make a better life for their kids. But for them, they had a huge loss
because they left environments they knew when they came here.

28 While

the process of gentrification has been occurring in Parkdale for over two decades there has been significant
push back from the residents. For example, in 2002, there was a months-long occupation called the ‘Pope Squat’ of
a low-rise apartment building that had been abandoned by the building owner, organized by the Ontario Coalition
Against Poverty. In recent years, tenants of high rises in the neighbourhood have formed tenants’ rights
organizations with some engaging in successful rent strikes (Goffin, 2018).
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Early on in her work with these students, Tish recalled noticing the limits of the Toronto District
School Board’s ESL adult literacy program in relation to their backgrounds and the huge
challenges they faced:
So, I’m in the basement of the library, lovely, beautiful, clean room, but stark, no resources.
… I give the students a paper and pencil, and … they’ve never held a pencil in their life,
[and now] they’re literacy learners. They’ve never needed literacy, like in a developing
country, in a rural environment, you actually can live without literacy skills, if you’re
farming or whatever. I mean, it might be shocking to us in downtown Toronto, where you
do you absolutely need literacy skills from the minute you take a step out your door. But
in a rural environment, without all this signage, you can live a decent life without literacy.
But, now, they’re here, and they do need this skill. And it’s my job to teach them and I’m
like, ‘Oh, my God, what do I do?’
She also noted how this recognition was coupled with a realization that her students were mostly
coming from farming backgrounds and that many faced food insecurity upon arriving in Toronto,
especially in relation to fresh vegetables, which led them to some very constructive conversations:
“So we talked about food. And when I said, ‘what are your favorite vegetables?’ there was dead
silence in the room. So there were two things [that arose]. One was that they said, of course, we
like vegetables, but they’re rather costly.” The other thing that she recalled noticing was that her
students had consistently written farmer on their application forms to the program, despite the fact
that as refugees, they might have lacked a formal profession or occupation and been “simply
eke[ing] out a living.” But whatever the case, she was very struck that:
…they wrote farmer. I kept seeing farmer, farmer, farmer. So I thought we needed to do
something hands on, something active. And so, walking around the neighborhood, [there]
was like, this was this giant empty lot. And I’m like, I want a garden. I’m not actually really
a very excellent gardener whatsoever. But they were, I knew they were all farmers, and I
thought we just need to do something other than 25 hours a week of sitting in this stark
room.
At the same time as Tish was noticing the unused lot she refers to in this quote, located near the
Parkdale Public Library, there was a push, supported by both FoodShare (a prominent Toronto
non-governmental organization focused on food justice), the Toronto Food Policy Council (a unit
of the Public Health Department), and then-Mayor David Miller, to create more neighbourhoodbased community gardens. With the support of Greenest City, Tish subsequently approached the
owners of the vacant lot, a couple who lived on an adjoining lot and wanted to build there but had
been unable to get permission from the city of Toronto. Because of this impediment, the owners
allowed Tish and her ESL class to begin gardening on the land, at first as a temporary arrangement
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in 2007. The situation was further complicated in 2013, when it was discovered that the land was
poisoned with chemicals that could not be easily removed from the soil due to previous land use,
an automotive business. The solution to this problem was to install raised bed gardens, which
involved bringing in yards of uncontaminated soil. This allowed for the gardeners to continue to
garden in the space, as did the inability of the land owners to get the permission they needed from
the city to pursue their building plans for the space.
In 2016, the land was purchased by the PNLT, becoming one of the first urban-based
community land trusts in Canada. The PNLT was established as a non-profit organization in 2014,
after many years of discussion and planning between residents and organizations in the
neighbourhood, partly to push back against the pressures of gentrification noted earlier. The PNLT
(2020) describes itself as “a community land trust in Parkdale led by a group of residents and
organizations trying to protect the social, cultural and economic diversity of Parkdale by redefining
how land is used and developed,” and lists among its priorities, support for land-uses such as urban
agriculture, community-owned green spaces, and affordable and democratically-managed
housing. It is also explicit about the pressures from gentrification, noting that: “Parkdale is
changing rapidly. This change is not inherently good or bad, but it raises important questions about
affordability, diversity, and community assets in Parkdale. How can we ensure that everyone,
particularly those with fewer resources and lower income, benefit from these changes?”
While the subject of gentrification is complex, and the subject of a large literature that is
beyond the scope of this dissertation, for the purposes here it is sufficient to highlight one particular
tension with respect to community gardens and public spaces. On one hand, these spaces serve to
enhance the quality of life for long-term residents and provide a basis for social solidarity that can
run counter to interests of the capital and class interests that are pursuing gentrification, but on the
other hand this very vibrancy can help to make neighbourhoods more desirable to both property
developers and wealthier homeowners, and I will return to this tension with respect one notable
conflict over gentrification in Parkdale below.
When Tish and her class were first approached by the PNLT about the possibility of the
land trust, they immediately liked the idea because they recognized that it could give secure tenure
to the garden. As things stood, if the owners were to have sold it to someone else, it likely would
have been developed into another use such as a parking lot or commercial space. Clearly, it would
be highly unusual for a piece of land in a rapidly gentrifying neighbourhood to stay as a garden,
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especially if purchased by a developer, and the PNLT was fortunate that the original owners shared
a commitment to social justice and agreed to sell the lot to them at a fraction of what they could
have, given the rising land prices in the neighbourhood. In order to afford to raise the capital
needed for the purchase, the PNLT pursued and received some grants, engaged in grassroots
fundraising, and sold community shares, which were purchased by 188 people and raised $25 000
(PNLT, n.d.).
From the beginning of the discussions about the potential PNLT purchase of the land
containing the Milky Way Garden, Tish and key gardeners were closely involved and got
integrated into the leadership structure of the PNLT, with Tish and several gardeners sitting on the
board. The PNLT provides a Tibetan interpreter for the gardeners, whose role is not only to
translate materials and conversations at meetings but to work with individuals outside of the
meetings to ensure they fully understand the processes and documents. Another aspect of the
involvement of the gardeners in the decision-making process was their inclusion in a series of
design consultations led by the architect firm which Tish described:
… they came to our class, and they asked the students ‘Do you want to share the garden?
How do you feel about sharing?’ Because it’s not to pull the rug out from anyone or, you
know, steal anything, it’s a community and Parkdale’s a really respectful community,
which is why I feel so excited about it. So they came to our class three times for consultation
but in between those times, they consulted the community at large… [and] had a public
session for anyone to come. They kept building on the consultation. For me, it was just so
exciting, because it was so well done [and] because [the participation] was really
widespread. And then coming up with the plans, the renderings, and showing up again, and
saying, ‘what do you think about this?’ How do you feel?’ And then a public [meeting],
where anyone could come and say what they thought. So it was really great. And it [the
level of dialogue and input] was really, really, really extensive.
At the time of my fieldwork in 2018, half of the lot was comprised of the raised bed garden,
along with a three-bin compost system. As it has been since its inception, the garden was being
communally run by the ESL students. Sangmu is an ESL student and an extremely skilled farmer,
and she assumes a leadership role in managing the planting, care, and harvesting of the garden. I
watched her in awe at various points, including rapidly digging up a potato bed using a pickaxe,
and swiftly separating seeds from the seed-heads of bok choy, while explaining to various people
(jumping between Tibetan, Nepali, and English) what she is doing and why. Sangmu gave a
moving description of what it means to her to be able to share her skills through the garden:
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In the initial stage, I was not able to express myself. But having learned and after having
been taught how to express ourselves, we have learned to express a little bit by ourselves.
Now, after finding out the things, we have a garden like HOPE garden as well as this Milky
Way garden, these sort of things we came to know about. And then that has actually given
me so much joy just because of the fact that I had these experiences back home. And then
I will be able to use [the gardens] and I could actually have these things practically used
for everyone.
Figure 7.1
Gardening in the Milky Way

Note: The photos on the left and the bottom right show the gardeners working in the garden. The photo at the top right
show some of the regular Milky Way gardeners. Photo by the author.

In the 2018 growing season, various individuals worked in the garden every Tuesday for
1-2 hours, including planting, weeding, and harvesting, with a specific person assigned the
additional task of regularly watering the garden at other points (Figure 7.1). The general approach
is that of succession planting, with the result that crops are continually harvested right up until the
end of October, with the harvested food divided by Sangmu equally amongst all gardeners – while
also sharing with any visitors who are not regular gardeners but helped in the garden that day as
well. Some of the gardeners also had allotment plots in the nearby HOPE garden (the subject of
my MA thesis), which is also maintained by Greenest City. Yangchen is a regular Milky Way
gardener who, like Sangmu, describes how it has had a very positive impact on her life in a range
of ways:
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After having joined the Milky Way Garden, and then we came to know lots of staff we
never knew in the past, we have been introduced with them, we have been very friendly
with them. And on top of that, whatever we grow in that garden seems to be everything
organic. And that makes us feel so good. And then we have an opportunity to see other
persons like you, no I don’t speak [before now] but we are happy to see you all like Milky
Way. I’m so happy that we are able to have organic things here. Back home in Nepal,
actually what we grow everything is organic.
Sangmu also echoed the significance of gardening organically as one of its most important aspects:
Being a gardener and being able to garden, it’s so nice just because of the fact that when
you grow organic things, and then have that distributed to say 16-20 members, and they
enjoyed that. And when you go to a farmer’s market for just for $5, maybe you get a very
little quantity. And then also you’re not sure if it’s really organic or not, but …we are so
definite that we have grown something organic…[one of the rewarding aspects of the
garden is that] we are able to have vegetables distributed sometimes even for 20 members,
they get a share from this, and they may have their own family members. So those are the
benefits of being a farmer.
Other Milky Way gardeners similarly placed a high value on growing organic, culturally
appropriate food and on sharing it with others. Angela ElzingaCheng, the Executive Director of
Greenest City, described the important role that communal community gardens can often play in
people’s lives, in a way that explicitly differentiated them from individual allotment plots that are
typical of community gardens. She noted how a communal garden is something participants may
feel a particularly deep sense of connection to, especially when they may have precarious living
situations, because:
…it’s yours. It’s yours to take care of, yours to nourish, yours to be part of, yours to direct.
I think [it is valuable] for an individual and a family and then a community to create spaces
like this [referring to the Milky Way Garden]. I don’t know what other spaces [are] like
this. I don’t know what other spaces [function] like a community garden when you focus
on bringing people together, [it’s] so different than an allotment gardens. But when you
focus on this essentialness of interacting and being together and having conflict together
and working out conflicts, I don’t know what other space is this fluid in the city.
In addition to the important social role that the Milky Way garden evidently has for its
participants, the organic and diversified gardening practices combining a wide variety of
vegetables, flowers, and herbs make it a space where non-human natures also flourish. The
vegetables grown in the garden are ones that the ESL students regularly rely on in their diets,
including bok choy, tomatoes, peppers, hot peppers, beans, mustard greens, potatoes, melons, and
several varieties of leafy greens, and this is complemented by herbs such as coriander. In 2018,
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the back third of the space was not being cultivated and was full of wildflowers, including some
‘weedy’ plants and some native plants such as golden rod. On my weekly visits to the garden I
consistently noticed a diversity of bee and wasp species visiting the flowers, and this abundance
of pollinator life stems partly from the abundance of wildflowers and partly from the practice of
growing many of the herbs and vegetables to seed. There was continuous bloom from May to
October which is essential for bee flourishing. The Milky Way gardeners collect and save seeds
for many of their crops, especially the greens, which is a much more skillful and labour-intensive
form of gardening than annually purchasing seeds. Growing vegetables to seed can also be seen to
represent a reciprocal relationship between gardener and pollinator, as seeds do not develop in
many vegetable plants without the work of pollinators. When vegetables such as leafy greens, root
vegetables, and brassicas are left to go to seed, they enhance the floral resources in the garden for
bees and other pollinators. The act of seed-saving, in particular, ensures that the Milky Way Garden
contains an abundance of blooms at almost all times of the growing season for pollinators.
There were several bee hotels, made by the gardeners along the fence of the garden. More
importantly for pollinator flourishing in the garden are the maple nesting sites and materials
providing by the back 1/3 of the garden which was mostly left as a wild space. This is significant
because the South Parkdale neighbourhood is very densely populated with several high rise
buildings, and has limited green space compared to other nearby central west neighbourhoods.
As indicated earlier, some of the Milky Way gardeners I spoke with valued the ability to
share the food produced in the garden with others and some also described the moral significance
of the garden getting established as a land trust, and likened the designation to an act of sharing.
Sharing was of high priority for the gardeners to the extent that it can be considered a foundational
principle of the garden. At every garden work session I attended, Sangmu and other gardeners
went through the harvest and made sure to equally divide it between all participants, and in our
interview she described the essence of her motivation and how she views the garden in a general
sense:
As a child I used to learn from my mom saying that when you have $1 you keep 25 cents
for yourself and give the rest of others. When you share and give to others God will always
give you back the same amount… Sharing idea is good to us. Because like we share things
with others and giving same equal opportunity given to them. And this is what is being
taught to us by our teacher who does not have any kind of bad feeling for others. She
teaches us to share things, she teaches us to be what you say compassionate and loving. So
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this is what we have learned. On those basis we have no objection [to the garden becoming
a land trust] for having that shared with others because they can also enjoy what we enjoy.
As I came to view the Milky Way Garden as an inspiring multispecies commons in the
course of my fieldwork in 2018, I also saw it as offering a countermodel to a struggle over
gentrification playing out in Parkdale that was explicitly related to food and animal ethics; in
essence, I saw two vastly different ways to promote the flourishing of non-human animals not only
unfolding side-by-side, but ultimately lying in tension to one another. An agent of gentrification,
a corporation called 5700 Inc., had recently bought several properties on a block of Queen St.
West, just around the corner from the Milky Way Garden, and, in a play on Parkdale, had begun
to pursue a marketing campaign labelling the block ‘Vegandale’. Vegandale was to comprise a
high-end block of vegan shops, restaurants, and a brew pub, a development that threatened the
‘mom-and-pop’ shops and restaurants that reflect the ethnic diversity of the neighbourhood,
including Tibetan, South Indian, and Caribbean populations (Manzocco, 2018).
Some opponents of the Vegandale development criticized the signage highly moralistic,
bordering on shaming, such as the slogan of the brew pub as providing ‘morality on tap’. This
upset many anti-gentrification activists and long-term residents of Parkdale, who argued that this
was catering to more affluent individuals and alienating many long-term neighbourhood residents.
Angela explained that she felt the marketing campaign “was arrogant and moralized something
[veganism] that many people in our community already followed,” and instead manipulated this
value system into “a microcosm of the capitalist world that is exclusionary already, that is already
obnoxious and in your face.”
Initially the anger about the upscale and moralistic branding of Parkdale as Vegandale
played out mostly over social media and over time it gained support amongst a growing number
of anti-gentrification activists (Figure 7.2). One clear indication of the scale of the opposition
occurred when, on the same day 5700 Inc. was planning a Vegandale Street Festival, antigentrification activists organized a community speak-out in the Milky Way Garden, which was
symbolic both as the first land purchased by the PNLT, an organization found to actively push
back against gentrification, and because it is a space of commoning that is premised upon growing
and sharing food. The speak-out was attended by over 200 people, including several of the Milky
Way gardeners, who democratically agreed on a set of demands they would collectively bring to
the owner of 5700 Inc.
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Figure 7.2
Vegandale and struggles against gentrification

Note: This photo depicts graffiti on the store front of the Vegandale Brewery in ‘morality’ has been replaced with
gentrification.

Multispecies commoning offers a different and potentially stronger vision of
neighbourhood-based animal advocacy than one driven by entrepreneurs and upscale consumers.
The creation of landscapes of abundance like the Milky Way Garden, in which people work
together to produce food and share in the output, and in which multiple species can flourish in cocreated spaces, gives an alternative model for the role of anti-capitalist vegan activism in
neighbourhoods like Parkdale. It is more important for vegans to work to amplify and nurture such
spaces of multispecies commoning, than it is to support vegan capitalism. When people are
growing food on publicly-held land that they share as a community, it has the potential to connect
them to the other-than-humans that live on the land, creating a commons that is shared with otherthan-humans. Sites of multispecies urban commoning where people grow and share organic
vegetables, non-human animals flourish, and participatory democracy is nurtured provide a
valuable basis for considering animal agency and autonomy, which are crucial considerations for
animal liberation that can be obscured in some conceptions of veganism.
The fact that the Milky Way was capable of serving as a neighbourhood commons as the
site of a neighbourhood speak-out event against the Vegandale development indicates how such
spaces can be strategically mobilized by community members. Several other community events
were held in the Milky Way garden over the course of my research, with some organized by the
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PNLT or Greenest City including an anti-gentrification tour of the neighbourhood which
culminated in a shared meal in the garden and the annual Harvest Festival organized by Greenest
City. Some events such as a birthday celebration for the Dalai Lama were initiated by the gardeners
themselves. From my observation, the gardeners attended most of the events held at the garden,
often playing the role of host towards visitors. They also attended community events put on by the
PNLT and Greenest City that were held in other spaces in the neighbourhood. Tish reported to me
that some of the gardeners had been involved in the rent strikes that occurred among tenants of
Parkdale apartment buildings in 2017 and that they were well-informed about the political issues
in their neighbourhood.
In sum, the Milky Way Garden has helped to regenerate an empty lot that was subsequently
discovered to be deeply toxic, and over time the dedicated work of knowledgeable gardeners has
transformed it into a lively space for both humans and other-than-humans. It is a space where bees
and other insects pollinate the plants, which is significant not just because it enables a better harvest
of certain crops but because it allows gardeners like Sangmu to collect culturally-significant seeds
that can be used for the next season. Much like pollinators allow for abundance by ensuring plants
go to seed, the garden as a social space can be seen to allow for an abundance of community
connections in Parkdale, as people need gathering spaces to organize, to connect, to learn, and to
make collective decisions about their neighbourhoods that have lasting impact on their lives. The
garden is not only growing food for people and pollinators but is a small but hopeful space that
indicates how radical neighbourhood democracy can take root and help to inspire wider struggles
in the community.

7.3. Case study 2: Black Creek Community Farm
The Black Creek Community Farm (BCCF) is a vibrant site of urban agriculture that was
briefly discussed in chapter 4 with respect to a Toronto Beekeeping Collective (TBC) bee yard and
their annual ‘Family and Friends’ day. It is a beautiful space, though not in a location where one
might expect to find multispecies commoning and flourishing, as it lies just off of a 12-lane
highway and a set of busy streets in North Toronto, right before the border with the sprawling
suburban city of Vaughn. It is bordered by the Jane and Finch neighbourhood (named after its
main intersection), which is a lower-income neighbourhood with a large Black community and a
high number of newly arrived immigrants and refugees, that is a regular target of racist and anti-
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poor attacks in the media and by politicians and other Toronto residents (CBC, 2020). Such
portrayals contribute to negative perceptions by some Torontonians, who see it largely as a
dangerous place to visit or live. However, while there is some crime in the neighbourhood, most
residents argue that it does not warrant either its reputation or the over-policing that prevails, and
experience it as a vibrant and dynamic community, which is full of people engaged in anti-racism,
anti-poverty, migrant rights, and food justice struggles.
The BCCF is located on land owned by the Toronto Regional Conservation Authority
(TRCA), which also owns the bordering Black Creek Pioneer Village. It is a non-profit urban farm
established in 2012 as a collaborative effort between Everdale Environmental Learning Centre,
FoodShare, and the African Food Basket, whose programs are inspired by the goals of
simultaneously enhancing food justice, community development, and environmental sustainability
(BCCF, n.d.). As discussed in chapter 3, I conducted participant observation at the BCCF during
the summer of 2018, which included volunteering in the market garden and the food forest and
attending some of the BCCF community events, including ones put on by the TBC which has an
onsite apiary. At the time of my research, the farm employed about 10 staff people, some
permanent and some temporary summer staff. The two farm managers, Conor and Kristy, are
principally tasked with farming the market garden fields and overseeing a team of volunteers.
Isabella, the farm park coordinator, helps to oversee the food forest and pollinator gardeners,
among other tasks. The other staff members ran events, led educational tours, organized
community programs, and ran the day camp. The BCCF also relies on a large and dedicated group
of volunteers, and as a not-for-profit, it seeks revenue from a variety of sources including the
Community Shared Agriculture (CSA) boxes and farmgate sales, grants, donations, and fundraising. In addition to participant observation, I interviewed three BCCF staff members, including
the two co-Farm Managers and the Farm Park Coordinator.
The BCCF is located on an 8-acre site, which is an unusually large greenspace for a dense
city like Toronto, and has about 4 acres of land under cultivation. About 2.5 of these 4 acres are
dedicated to market gardens, and about 0.5 acres are planted with a cover crop as green manure.
A patch of the cultivated land is used as for a small number of (about 10) community garden plots,
and an additional acre is under cultivation by the African Food Basket for their CSA program
providing culturally appropriate foods to people of the African diaspora (the African Food Basket
is program that has an important place in the larger food justice movement in Toronto). The market
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garden contains over 20 different kinds of vegetables and herbs, which are primarily devoted to
the CSA, a system that requires crop diversity in order to fill weekly boxes with a range of food
that is coming in throughout the season. In 2018, the BCCF CSA began in late-June and ended in
mid-October. The fields that are not being cultivated are fallowed with a green manure mix of
buckwheat, clover, and alfalfa, which helps nourish the soil as well as providing forage for
pollinators of all kinds. The community garden plots and the acre dedicated to the African Food
Basket also contain a wide variety of vegetables, herbs, and flowers.
The grounds also contain an old farmhouse that has been retrofitted to include staff offices,
a meeting room, a kitchen, and a large basement used for the storage of harvested vegetables, as
well as an apartment where one of the on-staff farmers lives. There is also a large farm shed, where
equipment is stored, and two large greenhouses. Around the perimeter of the farm is a forested
trail that has a diversity of mature trees and extensive undergrowth, and is in the process of being
transformed into a productive food forest through the introduction of various tree crops (including
pear, peach, apple, paw paw, currants, gooseberry, and cherry) and understory of herbaceous and
edible plants, including many that are native such as purple coneflower. The main obstacle to
establishing these gardens is the presence of ‘weedy’ plants, especially bittersweet and buckthorn
(both of which are on Ontario’s Noxious Weeds List), and this has involved a great deal of
volunteer effort to dig them out. The grounds also contain a large covered pavilion with a woodfired oven (used for events and community pizza days) and picnic tables for events and programs.
The farmhouse and the event area are surrounded by pollinator gardens and gardens that are
entirely dedicated to children’s use and education, chicken and duck coops, and re-naturalized
areas. The children’s gardens include a mix of flowers, herbs, and vegetables, and are grown in
ways that emphasize connection between plants, either in terms of what they will be used for by
people (including one that is referred to as a ‘pizza garden’), or to show examples of companion
planting and guilds.29
A series of bee hotels for solitary bees are located near the farmhouse, featuring an
information sign about solitary bees, and there are the beginnings of pollinator gardens in the
vicinity, the main obstacle being the presence of plants on Ontario’s Noxious Weeds List,

29

Companion planting and guilds are human-related plant communities based on the complementary needs of
different plants. The most well-known and productive guild is the Three Sisters planting of corn, beans, and squash
together (or variation of), practised by the Haudenosaunee and other Indigenous people.
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especially bittersweet and dog-strangling vine, which volunteers have also been tasked with
digging out (Figure 7.3). The apiary site is a fenced and locked area with a storage shed and the
hives and is located between the community garden and the market garden fields. Much of the
volunteer work I engaged in at BCCF included weeding around the crops in the market garden
fields and digging out invasive plants in the area being naturalized for pollinators). I also spent
some time harvesting vegetables, helping out at events, and conducting volunteer work in my role
as a TBC member, which included attending hive checks at the farm, assisting with a children’s
honey bee workshop, helping out at Bee Day, and attending the Family and Friends Day.
Figure 7.3
Pollinator Gardens at BCCF

As the discussion in chapter 4 suggested, the TBC is well-integrated into the activities of
the BCCF, and the farm staff is well-acquainted with the TBC mentors, Dan and Luc, who are
called if there are any problems with the bees. Some TBC members always attend hive checks at
the BCCF and prioritize it over other sites because they live close to the BCCF or because they
enjoy their time spent on the farm.
Linda is a TBC member who has a very strong emotional attachment to the BCCF, which
has developed out of her volunteering efforts with beekeeping there. In describing her relationship
to the farm it was clear that these activities have had significant influence on her mental and
emotional health: “I honestly didn’t know of the farms existence even though I used to take my
mother to the [Black Creek Pioneer] village [and] we’d trot around…I live high in the air [i.e. in
an apartment complex] for how many years [implying at least 30] since I was 20. I don’t feel very
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close to the land.” She noted how her experience on the BCCF helps her reconcile her urban life
with her lifelong dream of living on a farm that she does not expect to realize: “You’ve got the
bees and you’ve got a farm and you’ve got roosters crowing and you’ve got ducks waddling. So
I’m getting the whole farm thing here.”
Yet while the BCCF is well connected to Jane and Finch neighbourhood, most notably
through its African Food Basket CSA-program and community garden plots, and it also has a good
working relationship with the TBC, only a few people who live in the Jane and Finch area are
involved in the TBC and, only two members of the collective in 2018 had come to it through their
connections to the BCCF. One complication is that the time and labour commitment the TBC
requires necessitates going to hive checks and activities at multiple sites throughout the city, which
can be especially difficult and onerous for people who rely on public transportation. One TBC
member who is a volunteer and gardener at the BCCF is also a nurse and single dad living in the
Jane and Finch area, and he expressed his enthusiasm about honey bees not only in relation to the
BCCF but with reference to his hopes of returning to Nigeria someday to farm and keep bees on
family land. However, in spite of his evident passion, he found it difficult to regularly attend TBC
hive checks because of his considerable work responsibilities and parenting commitments, and his
need to focus his volunteering energies close to his home speaks to why the TBC wants to make it
easier for people who are active with the BCCF to become TBC members and engage with honey
bees, which is also something staff and volunteers at the BCCF would like to see.
In the course of my fieldwork in 2018, the TBC held a Honey Bee Festival for the
community at the BCCF as well as a Family Day for TBC members, and also helped to run a
session on honey bees for the farm camp the BCCF runs for children. The TBC and BCCF have a
reciprocal relationship, which not only stems from the fact that they each provide something of
value to the other, but is rooted in the fact that both organizations are supported by FoodShare and
guided by similar social, environmental, and food justice frameworks. Although one BCCF staff
member, Isabella, expressed reservations about maintaining onsite honey bees (discussed below),
every other indication I had from both interviews and participant observation convinced me that
most people affiliated with the farm see the honey bees as a positive addition to the agricultural
plan for the space. As was the case at most of the apiary sites the TBC manages, a portion of the
honey is donated to FoodShare and the BCCF, labelled specifically as Black Creek Community
Farm honey and used for fundraising. Aside from a small amount of sap harvested for an annual
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Maple Syrup Festival, the honey was the only sweetener produced by the farm, as it is the only
type of sweetener that can be produced in significant quantities within an urban setting30.
Both the BCCF staff farmers expressed not only their interest in honey bees but also that
they enjoy their presence on the farm. Kristy also indicated her sense that they have a valuable
pedagogical function: “just having the beeyard there and having such a visible bee presence, I
think that attracts a lot of attention and curiosity and questions from people in general, just because
it’s not something that they might encounter every day.” Kristy in particular indicated that she was
keen to seek out additional information about native bees and pollination, and she and Connor both
attended TBC events such as Beekeeping 101.
As indicated, Isabella was the only participant involved in the BCCF to express
reservations about the introduction of honey bees. Her partner is an entomology graduate student
at York University who studies a species of solitary bee, and it is also notable that she grew up and
lived in Brazil until recently, where a more defensive subspecies of honey bee, A. mellifera
scutellata, has hybridized with managed honey bees. Isabella indicated feeling worried that the
introduced honey bees might outcompete the wild native bees that inhabit the farm and its
surroundings, as well as arguing that they are not necessary for pollinating the crops on the farm
provided sufficient habitat for native bees is established:
I can see the benefit of having honey bees in farms for pollination, although … I’m not
sure if they’re really necessary in a space where you’re by a creek so you can invite all the
native pollinators to come over and do this job. I think the space is already very inviting
for the native bees. So I wonder, are they actually benefiting us, increasing the pollination?
Or are they just like competing for the food that the native bees would just come and get
and do maybe even a better job.
However, in spite of her expressed reservations, she did make the point of adding that “I think
honey bees are great for producing honey. And I appreciate that. And as long as you keep the
environment diverse, and invite the native bees and in and know how to keep this biodiversity, I
don’t think they will do harm. So you can have both living in the same space.”
The BCCF is an example of an intentional attempt to create a multispecies commons where
both people and other-than-humans can flourish. A variety of animals have also been brought onto
30

The tapping of urban trees for sap is possible but it can adversely stress trees and must be done with care and
knowledge, which is why neither the cities of Toronto nor London allow people to tap trees on municipal property.
What may seem like a decent amount of sap only creates a small amount of syrup, so in an urban context syrup
could only ever be a speciality product and could not meet even a modest part of everyday sweetener needs within a
city.
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and incorporated into the site, including not only honey bees but also chickens, ducks, and a farm
dog. Further, specific sites for wild animals, mainly wild pollinators, are actively nurtured through
the creation of pollinator gardens and pollinator habitat throughout the site, featuring a wide variety
of native and some non-native plants. The needs of other-than-humans are also taken into account
in the planning of the fields. For instance, foraging strips are left at the sides and ends of the fields,
including some plants that are considered ‘weedy’ but that are beneficial to pollinators, with bees
and other animals taken into account when planning the cultivation of the fields. Kristy provided
a good summary of their overall ethos and how it reflects a practical approach:
I would say a lot of the practices that fall under kind of standard organic practice can be
beneficial to pollinators, like in terms of having a diversity of crops, like the lack of
pesticides, and other chemicals that are used. …[For instance] last year, the planting of the
pollinator crops is probably kind of the most intentional thing that was done with that
specific goal in mind. As opposed to thinking about just vegetable yields for humans, I was
thinking about flower yields for the bees. And I’m still learning so you know, like, this
year I’m learning more and more about other things that you can do that really benefit
pollinators like leaving wild strips, leaving hedgerows and not maintaining those too much,
and just having a lot of natural diversity in flowers. You know, letting those flourish on the
edges of the fields to benefit both honey bees, and also different native bees. And then I’m
thinking a little bit more about habitat, too…like leaving brush piles, so that again, there’s
nooks and crannies for non-honey bees, to establish the homes and whatnot.
As indicated earlier, weeds are a problem on the farm, but I was surprised to hear the farm
managers express a somewhat accepting attitude towards them; that is, they considered managing
rather than eradicating weeds to be a part of farming and this approach entailed various methods
for dealing with them. It also entailed allowing parts of the fields to get somewhat ‘weedy’,
especially the ends of the rows and the edges of the fields. Again, Kristy does a good job of
conveying both the ethos and practices:
We have a lot of weeds on the farm. We have a pretty significant weed seed bank. And so
we’re trying to continuously manage that, so that it doesn’t interfere with our yields too
much. In terms of managing them, again, it’s kind of similar to practices that are common
to a lot of farms, I mean, we do a lot of like, manual hoeing to kind of stay on top of them.
But again, we take… an ecological perspective where they [weeds] do have a role. And so
I’m more and more trying to learn about ways to work with weeds, or manage them, or not
manage them, so that they can also do what they’re here to do. … I know that weeds only
pop up in soils generally too, it’s kind of nature’s way of trying to correct a particular
imbalance that you may have in your soil. And so in some areas that we’re not actively
growing in, or we’re not planning on growing in anytime soon, we kind of just [ignore
them] …weeds are sometimes referred to as a poor man’s cover crop. So I sort of take that
view on weeds in parts of the field that we’re not really actively managing. And so we let
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them grow, but then we try to stay on top of the mowing so that at least they’re not
flowering and adding more seeds in the seed bank. And then again, in relation to
pollinators, I don’t really see the weeds as like a negative thing. Like they’re plants that are
here and that could provide food or habitat for pollinators.
Neither Kristy nor Conor deemed weeds and insects to be a particular problem, though they did
acknowledge their potential to occasionally interfere with the growth of specific crops. Conor
described how they employ some specific techniques to deal with insects that eat the vegetables,
including the application of the bacterium BtK (allowable under organic certification standards)
and the extensive use of floating row covers, but stresses variety as the most important general
defence: “I guess the main priority is trying to grow a diversity of things. And just try and plant
pollinator and beneficial insect attracting areas, keeping wild areas around the growing area, not
mowing everything down.”
In short, the farm is organized as a diverse polyculture that is extremely attuned to
multispecies flourishing. While the BCCF is not a commons, in the sense of being collectively
held and managed, it is a hopeful example of municipally-held conservation land that is
simultaneously being put into productive use as an urban farm while also involving areas of
ecological restoration on the margins of the farm. As such, it represents a different use of
conservation land other than purely recreational such as the Black Creek Pioneer Village, though
as a community space, it is open to the public with few barriers. As I have indicated throughout
this case study discussion, the educational function of the BCCF is greatly enhanced by a wide
range of community programming including Bee Day, the Maple Syrup Festival, and children’s
camps, as noted earlier, as well as things like drop-in groups for moms and babies and drop-in
baking days in which people were invited to bring items to bake in the wood fired oven and picnic
with family, friends, and neighbours. The staff and volunteers make a concerted effort to reach out
to the surrounding community for the programming as well as for the CSA and farm gate sales.
Community members come and go from the farm to attend programs and events, and a small
number also visit regularly to tend to their community garden plots or buy food at the farm stand.
Sometimes people walk into the farm site simply to ask what is going on, and if they encounter a
staff member or volunteer there is a good chance they will be encouraged to attend an event or
program, or to buy vegetables on the days that the farm stand is open.
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The onsite food forest is an ecological assemblage that can be seen as a landscape of
abundance that is co-created with human intervention (e.g. planting and weeding) and pollinator
involvement. A food forest is both a productive landscape that is manipulated by humans, but not
under human control to the extent of annual vegetable gardens and fields, as well as a landscape
that allows for more habitat for other-than-human species than a cultivated field. Many food forest
systems function on a continuum of human care needed by the trees and herbaceous plants, with
some needing careful monitoring for pests and pathogens as well as regular pruning (e.g. apples),
and others needing little to no human care (e.g. Paw Paw). Thriving food forests, like that on the
BCCF grounds, can also raise important questions about conservation that extend beyond urban
areas, as they can problematize some prominent beliefs in conservation biology, namely that
conservation should entail a stark binary with a large proportion of the Earth set aside for the wild
with the rest under intensive human production or settlement. Food forests are human-created
spaces where many other-than-human species can flourish.

7.4. Case Study 3: Collective beekeeping
In addition to the meaningful relationships that humans can form with bee colonies, as
discussed in chapter 4, another important type of relationship that is nurtured through hobbyist and
small-scale urban beekeeping is that of relationship of beekeepers to one another. Many hobbyist
beekeepers, even if they started out intending to pursue it as a solitary endeavour, end up getting
involved with beekeeping groups, while some hobbyist beekeepers begin their journey as a
collective endeavour from the outset, whether motivated by knowledge or comradery or both. As
I have discussed in preceding chapters, beekeeping frequently brings people together to share a
variety of things, including skills, equipment, knowledge, and support. This happens partly out of
necessity, especially for new beekeepers who often need advice and hands-on help, but can also
benefit more experienced beekeepers. As mentioned in chapter 4, honeybees are preyed on by
several pests and pathogens, including some relatively new threats in Ontario, such as the small
hive beetle. Additionally, winter losses can be mysterious, leading people of all levels of
experience to seek out advice about possible causes. However, when people join beekeepers’
groups they are rarely only seeking advice about problems, mistakes, or mysteries; rather, as I
discovered through both my participant observations and interviews, beekeepers are also often
drawn to seek out an association with a group of their peers in order to share the joys of beekeeping.
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This is very important as most hobbyist beekeepers I interviewed and interacted with reported
becoming very passionate about beekeeping, and not being able to express all of the joyfulness,
amazement, and challenges to their non-beekeeping family and friends.
In my fieldwork, I engaged with two different types of beekeeping groups: collectives, in
which people collectively managed and shared bee hives; and associations, in which individual
beekeepers gather on a regular basis (usually monthly) to discuss beekeeping. This section
explores how beekeeping collectives serve to transform hobbyist beekeeping into a tool of
conviviality, and makes a case that the collectives offer a form of co-operative and democratic
organizing that allows for the participation of other-than-humans, specifically honey bees. In doing
so, I argue that these collectives provide a template for how animal agency can be taken into
account in efforts to build solidarity around food, and show how multispecies commoning is
possible not only in places like parks but also at sites of food production.
The nature of beekeeping collectives is to share in the labour, costs, and earnings associated
with beekeeping, which fosters strong feelings of conviviality during hive checks and meetings.
The hive checks generally have a happy, relaxed atmosphere with people chatting comfortably,
mostly about bees but also about other aspects of their lives (Figure 7.4). Some of the collective
members I encountered had known each other for years and it was clear to me that lasting
friendships had been created through the practices of collective beekeeping. The level of sociality
sometimes makes the hive checks take longer than would otherwise occur if people were more
methodical and business-like in carrying out this task, and occasionally the TBC mentors or the
LUBC hive check leaders would get somewhat frustrated with the level of socializing that was
happening between beekeepers, but it is not really a problem unless someone has to get somewhere
or if it leads bees to get agitated.
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Figure 7.4
Collective Hive Check at Downsview Park

Note: A TBC member showing me a bee frame during a collective hive check at Downsview Park.

The TBC and the LUBC effectively operate as co-operatives, in organization and practice,
but they are not officially registered as cooperatives in Ontario because of the onerous process of
registration and reporting. While it is important for co-operatives to have forms of governance and
regulation that prevents them from being undermined by undemocratic leaders or overtaken by
for-profit businesses, the process of becoming a co-operative in Ontario, and in Canada in general,
involves significant government and legal costs that make it very difficult for some small and new
organizations to pursue. Despite not officially being registered co-operatives in Ontario, the TBC
and LUBC share their general goal of pursuing a form of economic activity while being based on
solidarity rather than profit-seeking activity.
Both the TBC and LUBC operate in democratic, mostly horizontal ways, with decisions
about funding, beekeeping, fundraising, education and outreach events made at member meetings
by consensus (if possible) or by voting, when consensus cannot be reached. The meetings for both
organizations tend to be long, mostly convivial, and lively, involving wide-ranging discussions,
and the TBC incorporates potlucks into each meeting in order to build an even stronger sense of
conviviality. The TBC also requires members to belong to at least one committee which is tasked
with organizing a certain aspect of the collective’s activities. The TBC committees in 2018
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included finances, equipment, education, and of the organizing of Bee Day. These committees
regularly report back to the group in the member meetings.
The LUBC was just established in 2018 and so the meetings that year were principally
focused on working out the governance of the group, and mostly occurred in people’s homes and
had a casual and sociable atmosphere. Starting in 2019, the LUBC began to meet at Boler Mountain
in the chalet (chosen because of the importance of the Boler grounds as sites for bee colonies, as
discussed) and meetings began to have a more structured feel in order to more efficiently discuss
time-sensitive issues. Both the TBC and the LUBC require members to put in a certain number of
hours in order to get a share of the honey produced at the end of the season.
The apiaries of the beekeeping collectives are sites in which the bees can be seen to become
active participants in democratic decision-making. Of course, the bees and their needs are taken
into account at some level during the member and committee meetings, something that is
augmented by the input from Dan and Luc in the case of TBC meetings, and input from the more
experienced beekeepers in the case of the LUBC. At the apiaries, however, the bees are not only
subjects of discussion, but are able to express their needs directly to the beekeepers, sometimes
painfully. There are various ways that bees force beekeepers to confront and consider the realities
of bee autonomy and agency, and I witnessed and experienced such encounters on multiple
occasions. As I have stressed at a few points in this dissertation, one of the principal expressions
of bee agency and autonomy happens through or in relation to swarming. Swarms can bring
beekeepers into conflict with people, especially if they occur on publicly accessible land. In the
early summer of 2018, the TBC bee colonies at Black Creek Community Farm swarmed several
times, including one swarm which, unusually, formed a cluster on the ground. Kristy, one of the
farm managers, commented on the reaction to the swarm,
I think a lot of people were kind of freaked out. Like really weren't sure [what was
happening]. It was like some people were scared, maybe. And maybe some people were
fascinated. And some people were just like, uncertain of what to do…I think it was
probably a mix of both being really fascinated and curious and probably being a little bit
intimidated and just sort of perplexed at seeing this giant blob of bees on the ground.
A good example of how bees can demonstrate their agency occurred one June afternoon
during what I thought was going to be a couple of routine TBC hive checks at two apiaries, one at
the BCCF and the other at Downsview Park, followed by a monthly TBC meeting. The BCCF hive
check began as they normally do, with people chatting, catching up on each other’s lives, and
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discussing recent bee activity in the apiary. There was perhaps an additional degree of excitement
as there had been several swarms the previous week at BCCF, which was something a few of the
people present had experienced for the first time. Luc was leading the hive check, along with
approximately 10 members who were carrying out various tasks he assigned us, when a few
noticed some frenzied activities occurring outside one of the hives we had just checked. We all
paused to watch, and Luc confirmed that they seemed to be swarming, which gave us a jolt of
excitement as we watched thousands of bees emerge from the hive, spiral with great energy around
the hive and then, suddenly, take off, landing as a cluster in a tree about 40 feet off the ground. We
watched this unfold with collective amazement, chatting about the experience and taking pictures
and video, and though the swarm was too high to catch and there was nothing we could do, that
experience of witnessing it had generated a powerful feeling of connection to the bee colony as
well as to one another.
Shortly afterwards, another swarm-related situation generated a very different but similarly
notable experience, as we received notification that a dramatic event had happened with a swarm
at the Downsview Park site where we were scheduled to go next. There, a swarm clustered high in
a tree had somehow fallen on and around a group of kindergarten children having a picnic lunch
below, with the lone TBC member who was present at the time trying to calm the chaotic situation.
It was important we move to that site as quickly as possible, especially Liz, one of the TBC cochairs, and Luc, given his expertise. When we arrived at Downsview Park, the chaos involving the
children had ended and the class had left, but not without injury: out of a class of 24 children, 20
had been stung, some more than once. The teacher was furious, and an ambulance had been called
in case there was an anaphylactic reaction, which thankfully there was not. The TBC was very
lucky that one member had been present, and had done their best to simultaneously comfort the
children, talk to the paramedics and Downsview Park staff, calm down the teacher, and notify
other TBC members of the incident.
As discussed in chapter 4, bees in swarms are usually gentle, but Luc surmised that this
swarm had been too heavy for the branch or had fallen due to a large gust of wind, and stung only
because they had frightened unsuspecting kids who naturally swatted, screamed, and waved their
arms, in turn agitating the bees. Luc subsequently tried to catch the swarm as it had clustered in a
tree above the same picnic area, and several TBC members attempted to help him knock the swarm
into a lure box below using a long tool provided by Downsview Park staff (Figure 7.5). By this
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point, the atmosphere had returned to one of conviviality and excitement as people watched,
assisted, and cheered on this attempt to capture the swarm. The swarm seemed determined to not
be caught, as the spectacle involved a repeated cycle of Luc knocking them down and being
showered in thousands of bees, only to have the bees swirl and spiral back and reform as a cluster
in the tree. Eventually it became clear that the swarm would not be caught that day, which led us
to turn our attention to the routine hive checks. As discussed, hive checks are usually social events,
and this one was particularly so, as members filled in the others who had just arrived about the
events of the day: the swarm at the farm; the traumatic picnic; and the creative but ultimately futile
attempts to catch the swarm. All of the TBC members who were present this day discussed it in
interviews as an especially memorable example of the awe-inspiring spectacle of a swarm, as well
as cautionary tale of the occasional (but rare) risks and challenges of beekeeping in public spaces.
For me, this was an example a collective of people trying to manage a collective of bees which
have their own agency, and the complexity of doing so in spaces shared with other people who
may or may not be aware of these relations. As such, it shows some of the ways in which honey
bee agency can collide with human collectively, in ways that are both awe-inspiring and
frustrating. In short, multispecies commoning cannot always involve feelings of magical
enchantment, and there will inevitably be some friction between species that have autonomy and
the people seeking to manage them, as well as between different groups of people. Swarming is
one of the most powerful forms of bee autonomy because, as Seeley (2011) argues, the decision
to swarm and the subsequent decision about where to make a new nest, happens through complex
decision-making within the colony. As all beekeepers know (or eventually will learn), bees do not
necessarily change their decision to swarm when humans intervene to stop them, and hives
sometimes swarm even when beekeepers do various things to try to inhibit the swarming such as
split the hive or destroy queen cells.
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Figure 7.5
Catching the swarm, Downsview Park

Note: The lure box in which Luc and TBC members were attempting to lure the swarm. Note the bees flying in the
air, as they circled back up to their cluster in the tree.

In addition to dramatic episodes of swarming, bees also sometimes express their agency to
beekeepers during hive checks in more modest ways, such as demonstrating their agitation,
increasing the pitch of their buzz, incessantly following beekeepers, and stinging people when they
do not want certain actions taking place within their hives. Sometimes beekeepers have to take
these actions anyway, even where it is clear the bees are expressing some opposition, especially if
it involves treating or checking for mites or other pests, but sometimes the best response is simply
to close up the hive and leave the bees alone for the day. From both my research and experiences,
colonies seem more likely to express their displeasure with human intervention and having their
hive opened up, through things like high-pitched buzzing and the harassment and stinging of
beekeepers, during periods where bad weather is imminent and when it is approaching dusk. Bees
can also affect beekeepers’ behaviour in other more subtle ways. For instance, if beekeepers stand
in the way of flight paths or in front of the hive, guard bees will intentionally and repeatedly fly
into them in order to get them to move.
One non-confrontational way that honey bees expressed their agency to LUBC members
was by repeatedly building honey comb the way they wanted, not the way we were encouraging
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them to build. In 2018, our collective chose to use exclusively foundation-less frames so that we
could harvest some wax and allow the bees some agency in building their own comb, though with
a hope that they would build straight comb. Ontario beekeeping regulations specify that brood
frames must be removable, which is why few beekeepers use the old-fashioned straw skeps, as
frames of honey comb and brood cannot be removed from them. This regulation is motivated by a
bio-security rationale, to ensure that beekeepers can regularly check for pests and pathogens.
However, bees obviously do not want beekeepers removing parts of their hive, as this act can:
result in broken comb; kill some worker bees and even, more seriously, the queen; and chill the
brood in cooler weather. There are various methods and techniques to encourage bees to build
straight on a foundation-less frame without ‘cross-combing’, but these are difficult and we at the
LUBC have not mastered them. We kept finding that our bees in one hive were building their comb
in all sorts of ways that made it impossible to remove frames. Together with Sylvia, another
founding member of the LUBC, we repeatedly attempted to cut and reposition the wax, but every
time we did this we returned to find that the bees had cross-combed again, which led us to
ultimately conclude that this was not something we could control. It seemed clear to us that our
bees had developed a culture of building wax horizontally, and we only managed to affect this the
next year by deploying a new strategy that amounted to a compromise between bee agency and
our needs. Our approach was to checkerboard plastic foundations with foundation-less frames,
which allowed the bees build their own comb while also enabling us to remove frames.
While some beekeepers approach it as a solitary activity (and I concede my research design
meant this sort of beekeeper was underrepresented in my participant selection), I strongly believe
it is something that is more interesting, creative, and easier when it is pursued collectively, as is
the case with so many other human activities. From my research and personal experience, I suggest
that beekeeping is an activity that promotes conviviality among its practitioners, in the sense of
‘happy togetherness’, but also in the deeper sense used by Illich (1973), the essence of which, as
discussed in chapter 2, is the collective sharing of tools, skills and knowledges outside of
entrenched hierarchal and regimented institutions. In this sense, hobbyist beekeeping can be
considered a tool for convivial living. Part of the reason why conviviality is so tangible among
beekeepers is because the bees themselves are unpredictable, and their collective behaviour can be
mysterious to people, even extremely knowledgeable and experienced beekeepers. As I have
discussed, while beekeepers can have some influence over their colonies, guiding their behaviours
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in certain ways, the colonies themselves ultimately make their own decisions about what they want
to do. Learning how to work with a colony of thousands of bees takes experience, and is greatly
enhanced by having other people with whom to discuss problems and share experiences, both good
and bad. Even well-established behavioural tendencies, such as the recognition that swarms are
almost always gentle, are not absolute and can suddenly shift under certain conditions which may
or may not be predictable. Collective skill and knowledge can greatly enhance the ability to
manage a sometimes-unpredictable social animal that has certain amounts of both autonomy and
agency.
I believe that it is helpful to understand beekeeping as a tool of conviviality in the Illichian
sense, when done in collectives and, to a lesser extent, by hobbyists who share information and
skills through associations. As I indicated in chapter 2, Illich (1973, 18) describes tools of
conviviality as a variety of physical mechanisms and/or social relations that give “each person who
uses them the greatest opportunity to enrich the environment with the fruits of his or her vision,”
which can take multiple forms including (in his terminology) simple hardware, large machines,
productive institutions, and productive systems. The important aspect of these tools, for Illich
(1973, 18), as was also stressed in chapter 2, is that they “can be easily used, by anybody, as often
or as seldom as desired, for the accomplishment of a purpose chosen by the user.” This is not to
say that people do not need specific skills to use convivial tools, but rather to stress that these tools
are not controlled by experts and do not require institutionalized training or certification. A
beehive, and the skills needed to maintain it on a hobbyist scale, allow people to engage in a
transformative and embodied relationship with nonhuman nature, primarily bees but also other
insects and plants, and with one another while also procuring products that are useful to everyday
life: honey, beeswax, and propolis. Once a hive body with a functioning bee colony is installed,
the everyday manual tools used by the beekeeper are relatively simple: a hive tool and a smoker.
The purpose of tools of conviviality is ultimately to contribute to the creation of a society
that allows “all its members the most autonomous action by means of tools least controlled by
others” and, as was highlighted in chapter 2, one in which “people feel joy, as opposed to mere
pleasure, to the extent that their activities are creative; while the growth of tools beyond a certain
point increases regimentation, dependence, exploitation, and impotence” (Illich, 1973, 17-18). As
I have argued in this dissertation, beekeeping is a sensuous, concrete form of playful work that
brings people into embodied relationship with bees and convivial relationship with one another.
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Illich’s conceptions of a convivial society are explicitly post-industrial and implicitly anticapitalist, his tools of conviviality tools are things that are collectively shared, and beekeeping
collectives give good indications of how these can play out in practice. Like other collective
endeavours where people share a combination of knowledge and skills along with necessary
implements, and other physical materials, beekeeping collectives allow for greater participation in
activities by interested people, in both very tangible ways, namely reducing some of the expenses
and land-related barriers, and intangible ways, most of all the sense of community they produce.
Further, beekeeping collectives do not only have to democratically negotiate among their
human members, but they have to take into account the ways that bees regularly express their
agency and autonomy vis-a-vis their decisions. As discussed in this section, decisions about what
to do when the bees express a strong preference often have to be made quickly in the apiaries while
conducting hive checks, which means that the bees can be understood to be directly participating
in them. This discussion, or what I sometimes see as a ‘dance’ between humans and honey bees,
plays out in the collective apiaries in very interesting ways, that can sometimes be tense but are
mostly exhilarating. In sum, to ensure honey bee flourishing, beekeeping collectives not only have
to democratically make decisions amongst each other but must do their best to make decisions that
are acceptable to the colonies of bees they manage.

7.5. Multispecies commons as landscapes of abundance
The co-creation of collective spaces in cities where both bees and humans can flourish has
the potential to contribute to radical transformations for several reasons. If spaces that enable bees
to flourish can also integrate the needs and wants of people who live around them, through
democratic decision-making processes, it can help to foster social change and food justice. Vibrant
sites of urban agriculture can help to contest processes of gentrification although it is obviously
driven by powerful forces unfolding beyond the neighbourhood scale. The case study of the Milky
Way Garden demonstrates this well, and it echoes a strong body of evidence that urban agriculture
initiatives that are democratic, participatory, and created by the residents of neighbourhoods
themselves help to foster food justice and can be important sites of organizing and community
defence as residents pushback against gentrification, and the racism and class bigotry that are often
associated with it (Eizenberg, 2012; White, 2010).
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However, not all urban agriculture initiatives necessarily point towards progressive
outcomes, as some are organized in exclusionary ways that makes some public space inaccessible
to the majority of people, or rest on strict rules or social norms about usage that can serve to alienate
certain groups of people from urban nature, restricting neighbourhood residents from fully
participating in public life, and even criminalizing certain behaviours or certain people in classed
and racialized ways (Bryne, 2012). Such critiques of urban agriculture and gardening are important
to consider, alongside the potentially beneficial outcomes, and by considering both hopeful and
exclusionary possibilities together, it points to the need for collective forms of governance that,
while messy, have the potential to be transformative. As I have stressed with the cases of the Milky
Way Garden, the TBC, and the LUBC, collective organization can also have a valuable role in
helping people learn how to nurture ecological life worlds in cities and allow other-than-humans
spaces to thrive, including in places in which there has been high levels of human disturbance (as
with the Milky Way Garden). Integrating edible foods for humans into forested areas and pollinator
gardens also helps to show how human behaviour is not inherently destructive towards non-human
natures, and how some human needs can be met within landscapes that are actively foresting space
for other-than-humans. This is one reason why I chose to include the BCCF as a case study here;
even though it is not governed in a collective way, it is nevertheless organized with both broadlyframed public goods and multispecies flourishing in mind.
The literature on commons directly corresponds with debates about the politics of scarcity
versus the possibilities of abundance discussed in chapter 6. The debates about commons in the
20th century mostly centred on the question of whether it was possible for people to not exhaust
the commons for their own personal gain, with the most famous argument against this made by
ecologist Garrett Hardin (1968), with his hypothetical case about the ‘Tragedy of the Commons’
where self-interested individuals each pursue their own advantage to the detriment of all and, in
the end, the destruction of the environment. It is important to note that Hardin was a white
nationalist (Southern Poverty Law Center, n.d.), who had little understanding of how common
property regimes actually function, and built his argument on entirely hypothetical suppositions
without any real-world evidence. His depiction of the commons as inevitably degraded by selfinterested individuals was subjected to a devastating critique by a number of scholars, perhaps
most famously economist Elinor Ostrom (1990), who demonstrates numerous real-world examples
of how actually existing common property regimes operate, with (often elaborate) collective rules
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and obligations developed to override self-interest. In other words, functioning commons are
characterized not by the absence of rules, but by democratically negotiated strategies for using
them. Ostrom’s work clearly shows how simplistic and problematic it is to depict humans as being
essentially greedy, as in Hardin’s misrepresentation of commons, and incapable of sharing and
fairness.
As I stressed in chapter 2, it is also important to be critical of the idea held by some
environmentalists that humans are naturally destructive of ecological life worlds for several
reasons. One reason why this is problematic is that it takes humans out of ecological life worlds
instead of recognizing that we are inevitably part of them, thereby reinforcing a false separation
and ignoring how humans can and do play positive roles in supporting flourishing ecological life
worlds. Another problem with this conception is that it can obscure the fact that it is not humans
in an abstract sense – or the everyday individual acts of working and/or poor people – that is
driving environmental destruction, but rather specific human-created socioeconomic systems.
Although there are many instances throughout human history where groups of people have
destroyed their immediate environments, the ways that environmental destruction have played out
over the past 500 years cannot be understood apart from colonialism and capitalism (Patel &
Moore, 2017).
This chapter has shown examples of how spaces of human flourishing related to the
growing of food can incorporate multispecies flourishing into their design, in ways that benefit not
only honey bees but native bees, wasps, and other insects and small pollinators. The flourishing of
insects and pollinators is essential for the healthy functioning of every terrestrial ecological
lifeworld, and spaces that contain insect habitats also contain habitats for other animals. Many
species of insects and birds need dead standing perennials both for the habitat created by their
stems and through the food source that seed heads provide. Rotting logs and old trees provide
habitat for a wide range of animals including insects, birds, mammals, reptiles, and amphibians.
They also serve as important sites for the propagation of mushrooms which are essential to healthy
soil. The variety of forage needed by bees of all species is also crucial to other animals, starting
with native plants which have symbiotic relationship to many native species of insects, spiders,
and birds, though in some instances non-native naturalized plants can be essential food for animals
that live in highly disturbed ecosystems, particularly where native woodland plants will not grow.
The crops that humans plant also provide food to other animals, including some insects, birds, and

203

mammals, sometimes to the chagrin of gardeners. The presence of food-growing spaces where
humans are committed to actively fostering food supplies and habitat for some urban wildlife can
help to shift the relationship humans have to other-than humans more generally. Co-creating
landscapes with insect pollinators can help people to learn to live with ‘despised others’ such as
wasps, because these animals also regularly show up in bee-friendly landscapes, and attempts to
eradicate them are futile and harmful to bees and other at risk pollinators. The creation of
landscapes where humans flourish alongside other animals entails considering their behaviours,
food needs, and habitat demands in planning. It also requires using cultural techniques (barriers,
attraction of predators, etc.) to manage more troublesome animals instead of lethal techniques.
Creating spaces where both humans and bees can flourish is important because it can help
to challenge a pervasive myth about scarcity, which is that it is principally caused by absolute
limits and a claim that there are too little resources to go around. As I argued in chapter 6,
landscapes of industrial capitalist agriculture are a good example of something that are very
productive in a narrow way, designed to maximise capital and wealth, while constituting a
landscape of scarcity for most other species. If suddenly abandoned by people, such biologically
simplified landscapes of scarcity would quickly be transformed through succession into more
diverse ecological life worlds. The idea that scarcity is a natural or inevitable state must be
problematized, and shown to be a defeatist premise for thinking about contemporary
environmental problems, especially when we are in the midst of a biodiversity crisis and climate
breakdown. Instead, it is important to show how specific industries and corporations are actively
working to manufacture landscapes of scarcity, through practices including biological
simplification, widespread pesticide use, and mechanization. This blind spot is sadly evident when
some advocates of ecological restoration plan projects that start with an aim of destroying all nonnative species of plants through the heavy use of pesticides or clearcutting.
A central argument of this dissertation is that landscapes of abundance can be created to
foster both human and bee flourishing through diverse assemblages of plants, or polycultures,
where multiple other animal species are also able to thrive and play particular functions. Although
human-nurtured ecological life worlds continue to need human attention, it is possible to reorient
this attention towards promoting abundance and diversity. Of course, fostering such landscapes of
abundance within cities cannot in themselves turn the tides of mass extinctions and defaunation,
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but they can help us to not only imagine radical alternatives but begin to build them in the ruins of
capitalism (Collard et al., 2015).
As the case studies in this chapter illustrate, it is possible for landscapes of abundance to
take different forms in cities: there is no single blueprint, though one essential premise is that
people need to be integrated into these landscapes in ways that meet some of their needs and wants.
If people feel a sense of belonging and attachment to the land, it can strengthen their desire and
ability to defend it from developer-friendly city policies and unscrupulous landowners, as the
Milky Way Garden case study indicates. While the BCCF has distinctive features that relate to its
location on a municipally-held parkland, in a general sense I think that landscapes of abundance
in urban settings are best pursued by increasing direct participation in forms of neighbourhood
democracy. Right to the city movements have worked to promote the idea that all neighbourhood
residents – that is, people who live and work in neighborhoods regardless of whether they own
homes – should have an equal democratic say in what happens in their neighbourhoods.
Commoning can also help communities to resist the intensification of neoliberal
restructuring in cities, which is playing out in an array of ways such as: gentrification; cuts to
public housing; privatization of various services; the political dominance of urban developers; the
militarization of policing. As Paul Chatterton (2010: 627) argues, “tackling injustice requires not
just successful attempts to mobilise against oppression, hierarchy and exploitation, although these
are of course crucial. It also requires the generalisation of rebellion, cooperation and the common
which can develop and advocate for new imaginaries and political vocabularies [my emphasis].”
In this light, I believe urban commons are vital in providing spaces in which to organize, discuss,
and imagine. It is important to note that “building an urban common also involves much more than
capturing land and assets, although this is essential. It also requires the ability to control and
imagine governance in new ways” (Chatterton, 2010, 627).
An urgent question for people involved in commoning is whether it can occur within
neoliberal capitalism without being subverted by either corporations or the state. Marxist scholars
interested in this question often point to potential for commoning and radical democracy within
the interstices of neoliberal cities; that is, spaces and moments where possibilities arise due to
neglect by the state and capital, that has led to gaps in public services and an abandoning of some
urban spaces – even whole neighbourhoods - by municipal governments and private landowners
(Holloway, 2010). These spaces might be temporary, such as vacant lots left abandoned by
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property owners and turned into community gardens in New York City in the 1990s, discussed in
chapter 2. Some interstitial spaces may be at risk of being suddenly sold and turned into things
such as high-end condos, but they can nevertheless provide glimpses into possibilities that feed
radical imaginations.
As Holloway (2010) argues, one of the most important actions people can take at this time
in human history is the collective scream of no, a refusal to participate in the dominant ways of
organizing social and economic life. He argues that the creation of autonomous spaces where
people engage in useful-doing are important for building transformative and grassroots movements
against the tyranny of capitalism. Caffentzis and Federici (2014) make a similar argument,
insisting that spaces of commoning where neither the state nor corporations have control are the
only spaces capable of fomenting the types of radical change desperately needed. While public
spaces that are owned and maintained by municipal governments, such as the space of the BCCF,
cannot be considered autonomous spaces, it is possible to make them more democratic and open
to forms of neighbourhood democracy, and the BCCF shows many admirable traits of trying to
respond to nearby communities. Urban agriculture is one of the ways in which spaces like
municipal parks can be reorganized in ways that can promote autonomy and commoning. An urban
agriculture initiative on public land is being given permission to change the land in various ways,
and while this can potentially take individualistic forms like separate garden plots it can also be
designed to encourage people to engage in collective forms of social reproduction that directly
benefits people’s everyday lives.
The examples in this chapter indicate some of the ways that people can consider and
include the interests of non-human animals in making decisions about land and food. For example,
the design of the BCCF fields and food forest takes the needs of both managed and wild pollinators
into account in decisions about how to organize the fields, what ‘weedy’ plants to allow, what to
remove, and what to introduce into the food forest, decision that are often enhanced by careful
observation of the ways in which bees are using the space and responding to various changes. The
spaces in which people gather to garden, talk about food justice, and co-create with other-than
humans can also be spaces in which community members organize against gentrification, as seen
in the Milky Way Garden. In the apiaries of the TBC and LUBC, the agency of bees is apparent,
to an extent that it can sometimes disrupt the otherwise democratic planning and decision-making
of the collective members. Learning to not only share spaces with insects that sting but appreciate

206

and cherish the roles that they play in co-creation can help humans to learn to co-create with a
multitude of other-than-human animals beyond bees.
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8. Conclusion: Creating landscapes of abundance for honey bees,
native bees, and people
8.1. Pollinator People and bee flourishing
Throughout this dissertation, I have highlighted the way in which pollinator people are reimagining and actively creating possibilities for the flourishing of multiple species of plants and
animals, with a focus on honey bees and wild native bees. I have explored the ways in which
pollinator people form transformative and sensuous relationships with bees through the playful
work of hobbyist beekeeping and pollinator gardening, and argued that these practices can lead to
the creation of multispecies urban commoning and, potentially, a re-enchantment with the insect
world. My aim with this research was to answer the following questions set out in chapter 1:
1. What obstacles and opportunities are encountered by urban bee advocates and how can
their experiences and knowledges shape the ways in which urban spaces are created, used,
and managed?
2. What can the knowledges and experiences of pollinator gardeners and urban beekeepers
tell us about the larger tensions and potential alliances between urban agriculture
practitioners and protectors of the urban wild?
3. What are the key conditions for creating a multi-species urban commons where people,
bees, and bee-friendly weeds can mutually flourish?
A central argument in chapters 4 and 5 is that urban, hobbyist beekeeping and pollinator
gardening represent a sort of ‘playful work’, by which I mean concrete human activity, or usefuldoing, that is at once sensuous, in that it is highly sensory and evokes feelings of delight, curiosity,
and wonder. I suggest that we can think of the people who are immersed in these activities and
form deep connections and relationships with bees as ‘pollinator people’. This term also reflects
how important these activities can be to people’s identities, and I suggest that this sort of ‘playful
work’ can have an important role in cutting against the alienation that many people experience
within capitalism. Further, the sensuous relationships that pollinator people have with bees can
help lead to a ‘re-enchantment of the world’, something Federici (2019) argues is urgently needed
in light of the capitalist destruction of ecological lifeworlds. Like other forms of useful-doing,
playful work gives people the experience of engaging with each other and with other-than-humans
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in ways that are not directly mediated and controlled by capitalism. When these experiences
become deeply rooted in people’s everyday lives, it can help them begin to consider alternative
possibilities for living in, against, and beyond capitalism.
In chapters 4 and 6, I argue that urban hobbyist beekeeping that involves active engagement
in organic hive management has the potential to create heathier and more resilient honey bees as
compared to the honey bees used in large-scale commercial beekeeping and the unmanaged honey
bee colonies kept by some hobbyists. This type of beekeeping is a direct contrast to migratory
and/or large-scale commercial beekeeping, and tends to be ‘bee-centred’ in that it allows for the
development of a mindful and gentle approach to bees in which the needs of the colony are put
before the beekeeper’s need for efficiency (e.g. scale of operations; the labour invested relative to
the commodities extracted). In my case study sites, an important barrier to the development of beecentred beekeeping is the setback rule contained in the Ontario Bees Act, which makes beekeeping
a secretive activity for some people and may cause some new beekeepers to seek out information
online instead of engaging with real-life communities of other beekeepers. While urban, hobbyist
beekeeping is best thought of as an aspect of urban agriculture and not a conservation activity, beecentred beekeepers are highly attuned to urban biodiversity, through regular encounters with other
bee species and other insects such as wasps, efforts to learn more about these species and the
challenges they face. As a result, hobbyist beekeepers are often enthusiastic and passionate
stewards of wild, native bees.
In chapter 5, I argue that the practices of pollinator gardeners simultaneously disrupt
powerful cultural conceptions of lawns and complicate simplistic approaches to native plant
advocacy. Pollinator gardeners challenge conceptions of what makes a plant a weed and how to
relate to plants that don’t ‘belong’, and participate in the creation of ecological assemblages that
have the potential to promote the flourishing of multiple species of insects, other animals, and
plants. Pollinator gardening has the potential to lead to neighbourhood commoning of shared
spaces when people reach beyond the boundaries of their properties and begin to engage in acts of
sharing, co-creating neighbourhood landscapes, and initiating conversations between neighbours
about what to do with public spaces.
Chapter 6 digs into an important issue that I was not anticipating at the outset of the
dissertation: the tensions between advocates of urban honey bees and some advocates of native
wild bees. A central argument I make is that while urban honey bees may cause some harm to
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native wild bees, which lies at the heart of this tension, focusing on the risks draws attention away
from the bigger harm that is caused by industrial capitalist agriculture in which commercial
beekeeping is deeply embedded, as a crucial sub-industry (for ‘pollination services’) that is marked
by numerous but sickly honey bees (Ellis et al., 2020). I argue that it is problematic to assume that
honey bees should be relegated to chemical-intensive monocultures and their immediate
surroundings. Such a rigid division is, in the first instance, simply not possible due to the foraging
and swarming behaviours of honey bees. Further, I argue that bee-centred beekeeping utilizing
organic management practices can help to create healthier honey bees who are more resistant to
pests and pathogens, and this has the potential to lessen the risk of pathogen transfer to native, wild
bees, which is central to the objection some have to urban honey bees. I argue that the problem at
the core of this conflict lies in having chemical-intensive monocultures that dominate huge swaths
of the rural landscapes, which amount to sacrifice zones for biodiversity and depend upon sickly
bees, and that the tensions between honey bees and wild native bees will be greatly diminished
when biodiverse landscapes of abundance are pursued. An abundance framework that is critical of
capitalism pushes against the politics of scarcity while also acknowledging how scarcity is
manufactured, especially in the dominant agricultural landscapes of monocultures and the urban
and suburban landscapes of concrete, asphalt, and lawns. The creation of landscapes of abundance
can be a basis for interspecies alliances, especially when the knowledges and expertise of pollinator
gardeners and bee-centred beekeepers are considered.
Chapter 7 picks up on the subject of landscapes of abundance and how they might actually
be realized, through urban commoning and deliberative efforts to foster multispecies flourishing.
I draw on the examples of Black Creek Community Farm and the Milky Way Garden to illustrate
the potential of urban farms and community gardens to enable multispecies flourishing. I also
argue that the experiences of collective beekeepers who keep honey bees in shared apiaries can
provide valuable insight into how humans can negotiate agency and autonomy with other species.
These experiences and knowledges can aid in the development of multispecies urban commons in
which the interests of non-human animals, even insects, are incorporated (as far as possible) within
processes of radical democracy. Using the contrasting examples from Parkdale of ‘Vegandale’ and
the Milky Way Garden, I demonstrate that the creation of multispecies urban commons can support
anti-capitalist animal advocacy, providing a concrete and sensuous alternative to the sort of highlycapitalist approaches to veganism that are proliferating.
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The most significant findings of my research can be encapsulated in five points:
1. The playful work of beekeeping and pollinator gardening allows for sensuous, concrete
human activity in which people imagine themselves as being in relationships with
insects and plants. This relational and embodied entanglement with insects can
contribute to the “re-enchantment of the world” (Federici 2019)
2. The playful work of urban beekeeping contributes to the development of bee-centred
beekeeping. When bee-centred beekeeping is coupled with organic pest and pathogen
practices, this can lead to healthier honey bees than the sickly honey bee populations
associated with industrial agriculture.
3. Pollinator gardening challenges property standard bylaws and the dominant lawn
culture, and this disruptive and transformative potential grows when it moves beyond
private yards into communal, neighbourhood spaces.
4. Although some native bee advocates are critical of honey beekeeping in cities,
beekeepers can in fact be allies in native bee stewardship by raising healthier honey
bees, challenging agrochemical corporations, and advocating for the creation of
landscapes of abundance.
5. Multispecies commoning can contribute to the development of radical ecological
democracy that not only enriches human communities but also seriously considers the
preferences, needs, and desires of non-human animals.
These findings have practical and policy implications for the governance of urban beekeeping and
pollinator gardening, which I will explore in the next section.

8.2. Governance of urban beekeeping and pollinator gardening
8.2.1. Governing urban beekeeping
One of the elements of urban, hobbyist beekeeping that makes it distinctive (relative to the
conditions under which most honey bees are managed) and gives it the potential to improve honey
bee health – and co-residency with wild native bees – is the fact that the people engaged in it tend
to use bee-centred practices in mindful ways. As I argued in chapter 7, hobbyist beekeeping can
be considered a tool of conviviality, especially when it is collectivized, and a crucial aspect of this
is that people use these tools to engage with the world in ways that allow for horizontal sharing of
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skills and knowledge, and the density of cities makes this sort of collective effort and knowledge
sharing more likely.
At a practical level, my research points to the need for improved governance and guidelines
to ensure organic beekeeping practices are followed, without creating barriers to participation. My
core policy recommendations are as follows:
1. The province of Ontario should drop the 30 m rule, and replace it with a 3 m rule.
2. OMAFRA should require the registration of honey bees hives upon their purchase.
3. OMAFRA should initiate a process to certify organic beekeeping management as separate
from certified organic honey.
4. Ontario should ban pesticide use in cities, including the use of miticides and glyphosate.
5. Urban beekeeping operations should be limited to a maximum of 200 colonies.
6. Wild native bee-friendly beekeeping guidelines should also be established and
disseminated (see below for elaboration).
7. Honeybee collectives should be permitted to maintain shared hives in public, on the
condition they have a swarm management plan.
8. A mentorship database of beekeepers and mentees should be initiated and managed by
OMAFRA, with input from the Ontario Beekeeping Association.
9. OMAFRA should support, through funding and resources, the development of full-year
training programs that are focused specifically on small-scale urban beekeeping. This
should focus heavily (if not exclusively) on organic practices.
Among these recommendations, I cannot overstate the importance of effective training for urban
hobbyist beekeepers in, both with respect to organic hive management and native bee stewardship.
Training courses that are devised for commercial beekeeping operations are not and cannot be
appropriate or useful for urban, hobbyist beekeepers.
Many Toronto-based beekeepers fear that dropping the setback rule may allow
municipalities to develop their own bylaws about beekeeping, and that this could bring new
restrictions or outright prohibition on urban bee keeping. There are good reasons for this fear,
especially since it is clear that some prominent entomologists who work closely with the city of
Toronto on the Pollinator Protection Strategy feel that honey bees should be banned in the city of
Toronto. However, I strongly suspect that banning urban beekeeping in Toronto would not
eliminate it but would only serve to push it underground. As I stressed in chapter 4, most
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beekeepers are extremely connected to their bee colonies and to the practice of beekeeping, and
some would likely not accept the discipline of a bylaw. Pushing beekeeping underground would
then entail the same problems as failing to register hives, and possibly have even more negative
ramifications, since beekeepers may also be reluctant to seek out convivial networks of beekeepers
and may seek information only through social media and the internet. It could also cause confusion
for OMAFRA staff if municipalities have a wide variety of rules and guidelines regarding urban
beekeeping. One of the best ways to promote good beekeeping practices (both organic and beecentred with the utilization of integrated-pest management) is to allow urban beekeeping to be
practised in the open and to promote conditions that encourage strong connections and knowledgesharing between beekeepers. This is why I think it is so important to drop the setback rule and
require the registration of hives upon purchase, as indicated above.
Another significant way to promote good beekeeping is to allow it in public and common
spaces where there is a high level of human disturbance, in addition to in urban farms, community
food forests, and large community gardens. In order to cause minimal harm to wild native bees,
beekeeping should not be allowed in or near ecologically restored landscapes, and here it is
important for cities to work with urban beekeepers to ensure that they are placing hives away from
more sensitive naturalized areas. I believe there are five core practices that hobbyist beekeepers
should follow in order to ensure that honey bees are as benign as possible with respect to wild
native bees:
a. No hives should be placed in areas of large-scale ecological restoration (such as the
Environmentally-significant areas in London) or within a buffer zone of those areas.
b. If not using entirely organic practices, beekeepers should follow a documented IPM
program to address pests and pathogens in honey bees.
c. Miticides and prophylactic antibiotics should be avoided.
d. Commit to planting an abundance of native plants in apiary sites.
e. Commit to getting trained in native bee stewardship.
At present, many cities have partly or largely antagonistic relationships with urban
beekeepers, and while there is no ‘magic bullet’ that can reverse this, there are many reasons why
cities should rethink this stance. Cities should begin to recognize that beekeepers can be powerful
ambassadors for all pollinators and, with this, work to train them further in pollinator gardening
practices and programs that will serve to benefit wild native bees. Cities should also encourage
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beekeeping collectives with shared apiaries, as this can serve to both break down financial barriers
to participation in beekeeping while also helping to keep the number of hives in the city from
getting over-saturated.
Many people desperately want to interact in meaningful ways with non-human animals.
This can be seen in the sometimes misguidedly destructive ways that people interact with nonhuman animals such as feeding bread to ducks and geese and visiting exploitative ‘petting zoos’.
Beekeeping is one way that people can have rich relationships with another species, and this has
the potential to enhance their consciousness and stewardship of animals more generally. It can also
have the important effect of encouraging advocacy about the treatment of these same species of
animals in industrial agricultural settings.

8.2.2. Enabling landscapes of abundance
One of the most important ways that both provincial and city governments can facilitate
the thriving of wild native bees and honey bees is to promote what I refer to as landscapes of
abundance within cities through a complementary policy framework and improved guidelines, part
of which I have outlined above. Both the city of London and the city of Toronto have programs
that support the planting of pollinator gardens which is a good foundation and should be extended
and widely promoted. One of the most common problems that people run into when trying to plant
and nurture landscapes of abundance at the level of their individual private property is that it
conflicts with neighbours, who have conflicting aesthetic conceptions. This conflict would be
partly mitigated if cities stopped enforcing property standards that uphold the aesthetic of the lawn.
While certain bylaws aimed at safety are useful and necessary, such as prohibiting garbage
accumulation and requiring the removal of dangerous dead trees, bylaws aimed at mandating neat
and tidy outdoor spaces are not, such as bylaws about the height of grass and ‘weeds’ and
requirements that yards look neat and tidy. Cities are clearly not going to prohibit lawns anytime
soon, but they can promote practices that are healthier for bees, such as encouraging people to
leave fall leaves on the ground and promoting the onsite composting of biological materials, as
well as taking bigger steps to replace their lawns with pollinator and native plant gardens and to
actively create habitats for wildlife. The city of Toronto has a program in which they help fund
pollinator gardens on residential properties, which is an excellent step towards promoting
multispecies flourishing through the creation of landscapes of abundance, and yet they still have
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residents being ordered to destroy their pollinator or native plant gardens due to presence of
complaint-based bylaws based around a narrow conception of how private yards should be
maintained (Johnson, 2020). Beyond private property, city parks also offer tremendous
opportunities for removing large areas of lawn and replacing this with pollinator gardens.
While municipalities should encourage practices like pollinator gardening it is implausible
that they would enforce them to be established. One important step in encouraging them is to
remove complaints-based bylaws, which essentially means relinquishing municipal control over
what people do with their lawns and outdoor spaces. While there may be some degree of pushback
from people in neighbourhoods where concepts of good citizenship are forged partly through
lawncare practices – especially of front lawns – they should also recognize that complaints-based
bylaws tend to make neighbourhood conflicts around lawns worse, not better. At a deeper level,
municipalities should be inspired to relinquish their power to discipline lawncare by recognizing
that they should not be enabling humans to control other-than-human natures at a general level. In
other words, urban governance should not be about enacting barriers to creating ecological
lifeworlds in which multiples species can flourish. The assumption that humans should dominate
the rest of nature, including other-than-human animals, has grown on a planetary scale under
colonialism and capitalism, but there were and are many other ways of relating to nature and other
species that do not involve domination. Many enduring worldviews offer different perspectives on
this relationship. For instance, Wall Kimmerer (2013) calls for relationships based on restorative
reciprocity towards other-than-humans, in which deep gratitude is shown for the gifts given by
plants and animals. She argues that this ethos is held by many North American Indigenous peoples
and is integral to their ways of knowing and living, but has long been disparaged through
colonialism and into contemporary capitalist society. While Marx is sometimes depicted as
someone who celebrated the productive capacity of humanity and its ability to control nature, his
environmental analysis has increasingly been reinterpreted, as I explored in chapter 2, including
by heterodox and feminist Marxists, who place great importance on his idea that an essence of
being human is engaging in sensuous, concrete activity.
Finally, I believe that activists and scholars need to give more critical attention to the nature
of bylaws relating to the aesthetics of private property, including their class and racial dimensions.
Many people think little about common practices of lawn care, but this research (along with my
activism on related subjects) has led me to the conclusion that there is an exclusionary conception
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of neighbourliness and citizenship that is both imagined and enacted through the dominant
practices of lawn care. It is important to contest those bylaws that have been used to police the
behaviours of other people, and interfere with their ability to co-create with other-than-humans,
with the general aim of enhancing the rights of urban residents to practice their own agency and
autonomy in regard to everyday life.

8.2.3. Supporting neighbourhood democracy through non-interference
Efforts to create multispecies urban commons must in the first instance be rooted in
participatory democracy and grassroots initiatives: they cannot be initiative from above. However,
there are ways that municipal governments can create interstices in which neighbourhood
commoning can develop and expand, and ways they can support its growth where initiatives
emerge. Part of this involves what I see as supportive non-interference, which essentially means
that municipal governments should provide funding and/or space for neighbourhood initiatives
while also allowing for neighbourhood-based decision-making in deciding how to use them that is
autonomous from city staff. The city of London already does this on a small scale in its
Neighbourhood Decision-making granting process, which should be expanded. Municipalities
should remove existing barriers that restrict self-governance, such as fees to rent rooms in
community centres and use park structures, and overly restrictive rules on how parks and other
public spaces can be used. Municipal governments can also establish new participatory democratic
and transparent governance structures for public parks and community centres, such as
neighbourhood councils. These neighbourhood councils should be open to all residents who wish
to participate. An example of increasing neighbourhood democracy is to allow neighbourhood
budgeting that goes far beyond the grant allocation of the NDM process in the city of London.
While this initiative can be seen as a constructive start to the process of neighbourhood
democratization, it should not be seen as sufficient in itself. Urban commons should aim to
democratically establish a set of anti-oppression and convivial guidelines, and remain open to all
who agree to follow them, in order to ensure that they don’t become ‘gated commons’, which is a
danger that Caffentzis and Federici (2014) warn about.
The biggest obstacle to urban commoning is simply access to land, even in cities that
explicitly express support for the sort of initiatives it can entail. At present, there are very few
properties within the city boundaries of either London or Toronto that are zoned for agriculture,
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and existing zoning often explicitly prohibits certain agricultural practices. Therefore the most
important way that municipal governments in London, Toronto, and elsewhere can encourage the
growth of multispecies urban commons is to increase access to public land for grassroots initiatives
intent on developing urban agriculture, community gardens, community food forests, and
collective apiaries. In some cases, infrastructure supports like water access are needed to make it
easier for neighbourhood residents to create urban farms and community gardens. In other cases
zoning and policy changes are more important. For instance, in spaces that are not municipally
owned, cites can make it easier for urban farms to be established and operate by amending zoning
laws, such as those involving domesticated animals, agriculture and gardening buildings, and the
selling of produce. Ultimately processes of urban commoning challenge ideas about private
property, land ownership, and appropriate uses of public spaces, and therefore momentum cannot
be expected to come from municipal governments, even progressive ones. Rather, momentum for
expanding urban commons must come from below, from strong, well-organized grassroots
movements, and will rest not only on the strength of democratic organizations but also on the
success of broader public outreach of the benefits these spaces entail.

8.3. Future Research Trajectories
In addition to theoretical insights and policy suggestions, my research process and findings
also point towards some other future lines of research. The most important questions it sparks for
further research include:
1. How can multispecies urban commons, based on participatory democracy, be created when
so many similar initiatives have failed?
2. Is it possible to consider the interests of all non-human animals in these spaces, including
the ones that are commonly despised such as wasps, and if so, what are the key mechanisms
for this?
3. How can urban commons challenge colonialism in terms of land access and ownership?
Or, to put it another way, what does it mean to work to create commons within (and
beyond) a settler-colonial state?
4. What are the key opportunities and barriers for creating interspecies alliances in opposition
to industrial capitalist agriculture, and how can such alliances be created when movements
opposing industrial capitalist agriculture are sometimes in opposition to each other?
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These questions also hint at some of the limitations of this research study. Over the course
of my fieldwork, I realized that I wanted to focus more on urban commons and while my research
sites represented urban commoning to a degree, there are other spaces that might have been better
suited to demonstrate the challenges and joys of multispecies urban commoning. I became
increasingly interested in how people who love bees can hate wasps, and my conversations with
participants about their relationship with and attitudes towards wasps illuminated some of the
serious obstacles to creating spaces in which feared and despised animals also flourish. However,
to do justice to this subject would have required a more systematic focus on this subject from the
inception of my research.
Although I was inspired by the potential of unsettling urban commons from the start of my
research, the nature of my case studies made it hard to explore in depth, as this was not at the
forefront of the organizations I worked. In future research I hope to centre the complex and urgent
need to challenge colonialism in the creation of spaces that work in, against, and beyond
capitalism. This should include tangible ways for participants to consult with Indigenous nations
on whose land these initiatives operate. Lastly, although I argue that native bee advocates and
honey beekeepers need to work in alliance with one another, I do not develop this case in depth
and I believe there is much fruitful work to be done building these bridges. For the remainder of
this chapter, I will examine the importance and some of the potential of these future research
trajectories.

8.3.1 Creating spaces of multispecies urban commoning
Multispecies flourishing demands that democratic neighbourhood movements target and
transform those cultural practices and attitudes that are damaging to other-than-humans. As I have
already indicated, it is essential that we begin to change cultural attitudes towards neat and tidy
outdoor spaces. In confronting this, it is essential to appreciate the history and power that this
struggle runs up against. As Robbins (2007) has argued, the strong attachment many Americans
(and, we can safely assume Canadians as well) have to lawns is not accidental and rather has roots
in the process of suburbanization but also in the heavy influence of agro-chemical corporations. In
Canada, a number of environmental non-governmental organizations such as the David Suzuki
Foundation, Xerces, and the National Wildlife Federation have launched prominent campaigns to
encourage native plant gardening, and ‘messy’ lawn care practices including campaigns
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encouraging people to ‘leave the leaves’. While I think these campaigns could go further in
confronting the nature of the pesticide industry more explicitly, I do think they represent a
significant start which has the potential to open new spaces for constructive discussions between
neighbours about broader issues such as the bee flourishing and diversity, the pollinator crisis, and
the impact of pesticides on other-than-humans. For example, a woman in a social media group
based in my neighbourhood started a post with: “now that we are not supposed to rake leaves, what
do you do with them?” which led to a discussion about the problems with raking in which others
(not me) interjected to post science-based information and to advocacy for multispecies flourishing
in the neighbourhood.
I believe these problems also relate to a general deficit of neighbourliness in many urban
areas, which I define as friendliness and familiarity that respects the autonomy of the other. While
neighbourliness is obviously something that is very hard if not impossible to empirically assess, I
think there is reason to believe that it is on the decline in cities shaped by automobiles and the
increasing atomization of social life, associated with neoliberal capitalism, long before the Covid19 pandemic. Many people are deeply alienated from one another within capitalism, and dominant
power structures are often replicated in interpersonal dynamics including through sexist and racist
microaggressions and class-based conflicts over things like property aesthetics. I think it is safe to
assume that most people are not familiar with the messy work that is associated with participatory
democracy, and many might be more inclined to see it as exhausting (which it can certainly be)
rather than joyful and rewarding (which it also can be). At their best, discussions between
neighbours about subjects like community and front-yard gardens can be impactful, and potentially
spark conversations that lead to neighbourhood change, and even new forms of democracy. But
conflicts over land use, gardens, and lawn aesthetics do not necessarily lead to progressive changes
or to neighbourhoods that are more ecologically regenerative and socially just, which is why
activist struggles to build urban commons must be based on participatory democracy that is
inclusive of neighbours and debates. As Caffentzis and Federici (2014, i100) warn, “Either
commons are a means to the creation of an egalitarian and cooperative society or they risk
deepening social divisions, making havens for those who can afford them and who can therefore
more easily ignore the misery by which they are surrounded.”
In chapter 7, I argued that multispecies commons such as collective apiaries, communal
gardens, and urban farms can provide glimpses of radical democracy and norms based on sharing
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and cooperation. While many people who access these spaces have positive feelings about bees,
some other-than-humans are often not as welcome in these spaces, and some are even conceived
as ‘despised others’, such as wasps, spiders, beetles, flies, ‘weedy’ plants, slugs, and more. In order
to create a city in which pollinators flourish, it means recognizing that these despised others have
a right to exist and have important roles they play in the ecological lifeworlds of pollinators. For
instance, wasps are often popularly understood as a sort of evil cousin of bees, and many gardeners
and beekeepers are not fond of wasps. However, efforts to encourage the presence of bees while
trying to prohibit wasps, as some gardeners do, will never be landscapes of multispecies
flourishing. In fact, such efforts are completely futile, because wasps love the same habitats and
flowers as bees and tend to flourish wherever bees do. While it can be more difficult for people
to learn to share spaces with non-human animals that have been cast as despised others, such as
wasps, than it is to learn to live among bees, widening the sphere of concern and attention can
ultimately lead to an even deeper to a greater enchantment of the insect world.
This research has convinced me that processes of multispecies urban commoning will tend
to be more transformative wherever people who enter these spaces can be made to feel that they
are glimpsing tangible possibilities of what a better world can actually look, feel, smell, and taste
like. Caffentzis and Federici (2014, i101 argue that anti-capitalist commons “should be conceived
as both autonomous spaces from which to reclaim control over the conditions of our reproduction,
and as bases from which to counter the processes of enclosure and increasingly disentangle our
lives from the market and the state.” The ‘Occupy’ movement of 2011 offers an example, however
imperfect, of this type of commoning, as participants attempted to re-claim public squares as well
as creating new forms of radical democracy as a form of protest against corporate greed (Lubin,
2012). For something that spread rapidly across a number of countries, the Occupy movement was
impressively horizontal in leadership structure, and while is not commonly thought of as a form
of multispecies commoning it is notable that some Occupy spaces involved the creation of gardens
as a core part of the reclamation. The creation of gardens has also accompanied that activist
occupations of space in a range of other cases, such as the ‘People’s Park’ created during the
tumultuous free-speech Berkeley University protests in 1969 (Lawson, 2005), the struggle to
defend Gezi park in Istanbul in 2013 (Turkish Citizens, 2013), and the ‘Big Gay Garden’ that was
created by striking graduate students during a 143 day long strike at York University (Rollman,
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2019). In these and other cases, gardens can serve to powerfully communicate the idea activists
belong to this space and it belongs to them.
Occupy spaces were joyful and radical but they were also contradictory and complicated,
partly because some people joined the movement despite holding onto oppressive attitudes and
behaviours. Friends who were central to the Occupy movement in London, Ontario told me of
long, emotional, and frustrating meetings about sexism, racism, homophobia, and various other
dimensions of unequal power exhibited within the movement, and sadly the Occupy movement
died down almost as dramatically as it rose, which some people interpreted as failure. However, it
can also be seen to have inspired a new generation of activists who went on – and will still go on
– to organize other movements. The hard lessons learned in Occupy movements as well as the joys
and delights of co-creating reclaimed space collectively remained in the hearts of many people.
Holloway (2010:30) calls these spontaneous movements “explosions of joyous rage,” and argues
that “often such explosions are seen as failures because they do not lead to permanent change, but
this is wrong. They have a validity of their own independent of long-term consequence…they
illuminate a different world”.
8.3.2 Unsettling the urban commons31
In a world that has been so thoroughly shaped by colonialism and capitalism, it is
impossible to discuss how to begin the processes of reclaiming the commons in settler colonial
countries like Canada and the US without considering how to decolonize the land. The majority
of white people in Canada and the US are from settler colonialist backgrounds, 32 and the land on
which farms and cities are located was stolen from various Indigenous nations. From this vantage,
how can stolen land ever be reclaimed as part of a modern commons?
This question must be confronted in commoning movements and right to the city struggles,
and there is no clear solution. While some efforts have been made in Canada towards reconciliation
and decolonization, from the federal government to provinces, and municipalities to universities,
in general these efforts have tended to be more symbolic and have not sufficiently addressed the
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This heading borrows from Unsettling the Commons (Fortier, 2017)
It is important to acknowledge that some of the descendants of other racialized people were brought to the
Americas by force, either through slavery or indentured servitude, and cannot be considered settlers. More recent
immigrants and refugees are often engaged in migration because of the effects of colonialization and imperialism in
their home countries which also does not make them settlers.
32
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need to redistribute land. What does it mean for Indigenous people and nations to have settlerdominated governments and various organizations discuss decolonization without seriously
reckoning with the central injustice of land? Tuck and Yang (2012) argue in their essay
Decolonization is not a metaphor, that decolonization should mean nothing less then giving land
back to Indigenous people and nations. As they argue, “The metaphorization of decolonization
makes possible a set of evasions, or ‘settler moves to innocence’, that problematically attempt to
reconcile settler guilt and complicity, and rescue settler futurity.” (1)
If we take this argument seriously, what does it mean to begin to decolonize cities? By
their very nature, urban commoning struggles attempt to unsettle ideas about private property and
land ownership, and this can represent a start towards decolonization though that is not always an
explicit objective as it should be. One recent struggle in Toronto gives a glimpse of what
Indigenous-led decolonization can look like in public and community-owned urban spaces. In
2019, The Indigenous Land Stewardship Circle called for a ban on pesticide use in High Park, a
large park in central west Toronto, with a public call to action that reflects immediate concerns at
the same time as it signals far more transformative aspirations:
We write to call for an immediate ban on the use of pesticides in High Park. The ancient
oak savannahs and water ways of High Park have been under intensive ecological
restoration for over twenty years. In that time, pesticides have been a primary tool for
managing non-native species. This practice is of grave concern to the Indigenous Land
Stewardship Circle….High Park, with its rare oak savannahs and ancestral mounds, is
sacred land. Toronto’s Indigenous people have an inherent responsibility to steward these
lands well. It is our responsibility to conduct ceremony on these lands; to be in Right
Relation; and to teach our children and grandchildren how to grow medicines and care for
the plants, animals, waters, soils, and air. We also have treaty responsibilities: The Dish
with One Spoon Wampum Belt Covenant commits the Haudenosaunee and the
Anishinaabe people to work together in the stewardship of these very lands. Even though
it has been neglected and broken under the conditions of ongoing colonization, we remain
subjects of this Wampum agreement… Pesticides have no place in Indigenous stewardship.
They disrupt our sacred relationship to Land and to our Relatives.
These toxins destroy plants, they impact the lives of insects, birds, and other animals, and
poison the soils, waters, and air; not to mention city workers, and members of the public,
their dogs and children….We call on the City of Toronto to make good on its
commitments to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s recommendations by creating
space for Indigenous leadership in land restoration, and to work in partnership with
Indigenous people in the care of these sacred lands (ILSC, 2019).
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Efforts to indigenize the urban commons will require new governance models that
recognize the authority of Indigenous communities as stewards of the land, and there are some
emerging models to learn from, as a small number of conservation areas in Canada have
implemented co-management agreements in which power is transferred to varying degrees from
conservation authorities to Indigenous communities (Youdelis et al., 2020). As Youdelis et al.
(2020) argue, these arrangements only represent a genuine step towards decolonization if
Indigenous nations have substantive decision-making power, including the power to say no.
While governments at various levels can have important enabling roles, ultimately the
effectiveness of commoning is based on practices of radical democracy that operate outside of the
control of the state, and therefore the responsibility to integrate local Indigenous communities in
the governance of various commons also lies at the level of neighbourhood-based councils. I think
it is possible to envision the democratic co-management of urban commons between Indigenous
stewardship councils and neighbourhood-based councils. This also entails the need to raise
difficult questions about public spaces such as parks, that are commonly thought of in positive
terms as being accessible to all, which can obscure their colonial legacy. As Coulthard (2018, 146)
argues, urban parks are “spaces of political affect and contestation that could be manipulated quite
easily to neo-colonial ends,” and notes how he came to this recognition partly through a 2002
referendum in B.C. in which Indigenous land rights were directly pitted against public spaces.
Coutre et al. (2018), a Vancouver-based activist family from a white settler background considers
this same tension in BC from their context of having loved and felt connected to a city park while
coming to see it as part of the colonial occupation of the land. Their reflection on that park helps
us to think through broader dilemmas:
…while honouring our connection to this land, we also need to take responsibility for how
our inheritance of the pleasurable use that created this access is directly a result of ancestral
actions of moving ever forward while discounting the visual, audible, embodied, and
documented presence of ‘Indigenous peoples’ relations to this land. If we are to stay here
we have to understand who we are walking alongside and what other sort of future we
might be able to create together (Coutre et al., 2018, 12).
8.3.3 Possibilities for interspecies alliances in cities and beyond
Struggles for multispecies flourishing must ultimately extend beyond the city if they are to
seriously respond to crises of pollinators and biodiversity more generally. The health of bees, all
species of pollinators, and many other non-human animals in cities like London and Toronto can
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only ever improve to a modest degree if the industrial capitalist agricultural system that dominates
the rural landscape of southern Ontario is not confronted. The pervasive monocultures and heavy
pesticide use contribute significantly to the defaunation of multiples species of bees and the
embeddedness of commercial beekeeping within industrial agriculture makes the large majority of
honey bees in rural areas sick and vulnerable (Ellis et al., 2020). Industrial capitalist agriculture in
southern Ontario, and across much of North America, should also be understood to harm both wild
animals (by effectively occupying a large amount of land through feed crops and through wideranging pollution loads) and the farmed animals who face miserable lives within intensive
livestock operations (Weis, 2018). People are also harmed by capitalist industrial agriculture in an
array of ways, such as: relatively small-scale family farmers who have been pushed out of farming;
migrant farm workers who lack the rights of other workers and protection of citizenship; and
Indigenous people, for whom it represents one formidable barrier to land redistribution.
Agrochemical corporations hold a great deal influence over agricultural policy at the level
of both federal and provincial governments in Canada33. The partial ban on neonicotinoids that
was enacted by the Liberal government in Ontario in 2015 was already a weakened bill before it
was introduced, as several prominent agrochemical corporations were invited to the table to help
craft the bill, which is one of the key reasons why the ban was only partial (Ellis, 2019). The
persistent nature of systemic pesticides means a partial ban is ineffective. Further, what began as
partial pesticide ban has now been so dramatically weakened so that it is essentially voluntary,
which is what the agrochemical corporations involved wanted from the beginning. In 2018, Bill
132 (euphemistically labelled “Better for people, smarter for business act”) was introduced to
amend the initial pesticide ban and it entails less rules and monitoring of systemic pesticide use
(Legislative Assembly of Ontario, 2018). This triumph of corporate interests can be seen to come
at the expense not only of bees and other pollinators, but also of organic farmers, rural and
Indigenous communities, and consumers who encounter them.
Movements for multi-species flourishing and urban commoning therefore need to build
alliances with people who are struggling against industrial capitalist agriculture in rural areas. The
biggest threats to the health of both honey and wild, native bees are industrial capitalist agriculture
and climate change, and the former is a major contributor to the latter. This means that there is

33

Developers tend to be the group of capitalists that attempt to influence and manipulate city governments, one
reason why struggles over land access in cities are so potent.

224

potentially fertile ground for alliance-building between native bee advocates, conservation
scientists, honey beekeepers, environmentalists, gardeners, and small-scale organic farmers, and
there is an urgent need for these groups to come together to confront the power and influence of
industrial capitalist agriculture. This movement should also attempt to build bridges with both rural
and urban Indigenous communities who are struggling for land rights, as well as with farmworkers
who are struggling for decent wages, working conditions, and for some, citizenship rights.
Yet while there is much potential for alliance-building, it is important to recognize that it
will take considerable effort, especially since some of these groups might presently see themselves
in conflict with one another. To overcome these conflicts, it is essential to create hopeful narratives
about how presently intersecting problems can be overcome, and how unequal and ecologically
destructively landscapes can simultaneously become sites of abundance, multispecies flourishing,
ecological regeneration, and social justice. Holloway (2010, 56) argues that the only way to think
about revolution, or transformation, is in terms of “the creation, expansion, and multiplication of
cracks in capitalist domination,” and stresses that this should not be “an empty abstraction because
these moments or spaces of revolt-and-other-doing already exist all over the place”.
Federici (2019) urges us to struggle towards a ‘planet of commons’, and I argue that struggles
to build multispecies urban commons can have an important part in this, showing people what is
possible in terms of both land uses and the practice of radical democracy. Federici (2019) argues
that struggles to rebuild the commons can make the world sacred to the many people for whom it
has become mundane, and I argue that this re-enchantment of the world must also attempt to
incorporate other-than-humans as active participants as far as is possible. Through struggles to
rebuild the commons and create landscapes of abundance, it is possible to begin to forge a better
world out of the ecological and social ruins caused by capitalism. There are multiple possibilities
for how this other-worlding may look, especially when contemplating the challenges of
decolonizing and re-Indigenizing modern cities. Clearly many struggles for urban commoning –
like those associated with pollinator gardening – might seem extremely modest in scale relative to
contemporary problems. However, as multispecies commons take root and establish new ways of
relating to each other and to other-than-humans they can provide both glimpses and real-world
experiments into building post-colonial, post-capitalist futures, and with this help to spark radical
imaginaries in cities and beyond.
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Appendix 2 NMREB Letters of Information

Pollinator People: bees, weeds, and struggles for bee-friendly cities
Principal Investigator: Dr. Tony Weis, Associate Professor, Department of Geography
The University of Western Ontario
London, ON, Canada N6A 5C2
Email: aweis@uwo.ca
Researcher: Rebecca Ellis
Email: rellis23@uwo.ca
Letter of Information
You are being invited to participate in this research project seeking to understand the range of responses to
the pollinator crisis that are unfolding within urban environments, from the scale of individual households to government
policies.
The purpose of this letter is to invite you to participate in an interview and to provide you with the information
you require to make an informed decision on participating in this research. This interview will take roughly 2 hours,
and will take place in your backyard or beeyard at a time that is convenient for you. In this interview you will be invited
to show the researcher your outdoor spaces including your pollinator gardens and/or beehives. With your permission,
the researcher will take photos of your garden and/or beehives. These photos may include pictures of plants, trees,
bees or other insects on flowers, and/or your garden beds. If applicable, they may include pictures of your beehives
and bee frames within the hive. With your consent the pictures may include action shots of you working within your
beehive (if applicable) or posing in front of a garden bed. With your permission, the researcher will draw a diagram of
your space noting the location of plants and pollinator habitat including any known native bee nests and sources of
water. The photos and diagram will be used primarily for analysis but may also be used, with your permission, for
dissemination. Please note, that use of the photos and diagram in dissemination may reduce your confidentiality. It is
your choice if the beehives (if applicable) are opened up during this interview. The researcher will provide her own bee
gloves, veil, and/or suit.

•
•
•
•

Should you choose to participate, the topics that will be discussed during the interview include:
Your experiences with, knowledge about, and relationship with bees
Your gardening and/or beekeeping practices
Your feelings about bees and pollinator gardening in urban spaces
Your feelings about wasps and ‘weeds’
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Participation in the interview is voluntary, and you may refuse to participate, decline to answer any questions,
retract information given, or withdraw from the study at any time. With your permission, the researcher would like to
audio-record this interview (if you do not consent to audio-recording, the researcher will hand-write your answers). This
interview will be one of roughly 15-20 other people in London and Toronto.
Participation in this project presents minimal risk to you. You are under no obligation to answer any of the
questions should you feel uncomfortable doing so. If at any time you feel uncomfortable, please inform the researcher
as soon as possible so as to pause or terminate the interview as necessary; it is by no means the aim to cause
emotional or psychological distress. All information collected for this study will be kept strictly confidential. Your
research records will be locked in a cabinet in a secure office, and only the principal investigator and the researcher
will have access to the digital recording and transcripts. Study data will be kept for 7 years after the study is completed,
and after that transcripts will be destroyed and digital recordings deleted. Digital research data will be stored on the
computer of the Principal Investigator, and will be password protected and encrypted and follow institutional security
guidelines. If the results of the study are published, your name will not be used and no information that discloses your
identity will be released or published without your specific consent to the disclosure.
Aside from this interview, you are invited to participate in a community mapping session in which community
members participate in participatory mapping of pollinator spaces in the city. It will take place at a future date at a public
space and take approximately 1 hour and 45 minutes. You are under no obligation to participate in this activities, even
after providing your contact information. If you are interested, please provide the researcher with your email address
on the consent statement.
A short summary report of the main findings and policy recommendations of the study will be provided to the
governance bodies of the organizations with whom the researcher is conducting participant observation. This summary
report will not include any specific details or identifiable information about participants.
In terms of the ultimate benefits of this study, the hope is that it might help to better understand how to create
urban spaces in which bees flourish alongside people. The hope is that the research will suggest directions for
community advocacy, policy, and future research.
If you have any questions about this study please contact the principal investigator, Dr. Tony Weis (email:
aweis@uwo.ca); phone: 519-661-2111 x. 87472. If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant
or the conduct of the study you may contact the office of Human Research Ethics at 1-519-661-3036 or email
ethics@uwo.ca’
Finally, a few other pertinent points of information:
•
You will not be compensated for your participation in this study.
• You do not waive any legal rights by signing the consent form.
• If you wish to receive a copy of the results of this study, please provide the researcher with your contact
information on a separate piece of paper.
• Representatives of The University of Western Ontario Non-Medical Research Ethics Board may require
access to your study-related records to monitor the conduct of the research.
• The researcher will keep any personal information about you in a secure and confidential location for a 7
years. Your identification in the study records will be anonymized; that is, a list linking your study number
with your name will be kept by the researcher in a secure place, separate from your study file.
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•

If you wish to withdraw your interview data from the study records, please contact the principal investigator,
Dr. Weis.

Thank you for considering participation in this study.
Sincerely,
Dr. Tony Weis, Associate Professor and Rebecca Ellis Researcher
Department of Geography
University of Western Ontario
***This letter is yours to keep***
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CONSENT STATEMENT
I have read the Letter of Information, have had the nature of the study explained to me, and I agree to participate in
the interview. All questions have been answered to my satisfaction.
Research Participant:
Name:
Signature:
Date:
I consent to the use of de-identified quotes in the dissemination of results._______ [INITIAL]
I consent to the creation of a diagram of my outdoor spaces (no identifying information will be
used)________[INITIAL}
I consent to pictures being taken of my outdoor space._______ [INITIAL]
I consent to pictures being taken of my beehives (if applicable) ._______ [INITIAL]
I consent to pictures being taken of myself in my space or with my beehives._______ [INITIAL]
I consent to the use of those pictures in dissemination of the research._______ [INITIAL]
Interviewer obtaining informed consent:
Name:
Signature:
Date:
You will be provided with a copy of this letter once it has been signed.

I would like to be contacted about the results of the research project._______ [INITIAL]
I would like information about the community mapping sessions._______ [INITIAL]
I would like to approve photographs taken in and diagrams of my backyard before they are used in the research
project._______ [INITIAL]
I would like to approve de-identified quotes used in dissemination of the research._______ [INITIAL]
If you initialed these statements, please provide your email address below:

254

Pollinator People: bees, weeds, and struggles for bee-friendly cities
Principal Investigator: Dr. Tony Weis, Associate Professor, Department of Geography
The University of Western Ontario
London, ON, Canada N6A 5C2
Email: aweis@uwo.ca
Researcher: Rebecca Ellis
Email: rellis23@uwo.ca
Letter of Information

You are being invited to participate in this research project seeking to understand the
range of responses to the pollinator crisis that are unfolding within urban environments, from the
scale of individual households to government policies.
The purpose of this letter is to invite you to participate in an interview and to provide you
with the information you require to make an informed decision on participating in this research.
This interview will take roughly 1.5 hours, and will take place at a time and location that are
convenient for you. Should you choose to participate, the topics that will be discussed during the
interview include:
• Your experiences with and knowledge about bees
• Your gardening and/or beekeeping practices (if applicable)
• Your feelings about bees and pollinator gardening in urban spaces
• Your feelings about wasps and weeds
Participation in the interview is voluntary, and you may refuse to participate, decline to
answer any questions, retract information given, or withdraw from the study at any time. With your
permission, the researcher would like to audio-record this interview (if you do not consent to audiorecording, the researcher will hand-write your answers). This interview will be one of roughly 24
other people in London and Toronto.
Participation in this project presents minimal risk to you. You are under no obligation to
answer any of the questions should you feel uncomfortable doing so. If at any time you feel
uncomfortable, please inform the researcher as soon as possible so as to pause or terminate the
interview as necessary; it is by no means the aim to cause emotional or psychological distress.
All information collected for this study will be kept strictly confidential. Your research records will
be locked in a cabinet in a secure office, and only the principal investigator and the researcher
will have access to the digital recording and transcripts. Study data will be kept for 7 years after
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the study is completed, and after that transcripts will be destroyed and digital recordings deleted.
Digital research data will be stored on the computer of the Principal Investigator, and will be
password protected and encrypted and follow institutional security guidelines. If the results of the
study are published, your name will not be used and no information that discloses your identity
will be released or published without your specific consent to the disclosure.
Aside from this interview, there are two additional research activities for this project in
which you can participate. One, open to pollinator gardeners and/or backyard beekeepers is an
open-ended interview, approximately two hours in length, in which you show the researcher
your garden and beehives. The second is a community mapping session in which community
members participate in participatory mapping of pollinator spaces in the city. It will take place at
a future date at a public space and take approximately 1 hour and 45 minutes. You are under no
obligation to participate in these activities, even after providing your contact information. If you
are interested, please provide the researcher with your email address on the consent statement.
A short summary report of the main findings and policy recommendations of the study will
be provided to the governance bodies of the organizations with whom the researcher is
conducting participant observation. This summary report will not include any specific details or
identifiable information about participants.
In terms of the ultimate benefits of this study, the hope is that it might help to better
understand how to create urban spaces in which bees flourish alongside people. The hope is that
the research will suggest directions for community advocacy, policy, and future research.
If you have any questions about this study please contact the principal investigator, Dr.
Tony Weis (email: aweis@uwo.ca); phone: 519-661-2111 x. 87472. If you have any questions
about your rights as a research participant or the conduct of the study you may contact the office
of Human Research Ethics at 1-519-661-3036 or email ethics@uwo.ca.
Finally, a few other pertinent points of information:
·
You will not be compensated for your participation in this study.
• You do not waive any legal rights by signing the consent form.
• If you wish to receive a copy of the results of this study, please provide the researcher
with your contact information on a separate piece of paper.
• Representatives of The University of Western Ontario Non-Medical Research Ethics
Board may require access to your study-related records to monitor the conduct of the
research.
• The researcher will keep any personal information about you in a secure and confidential
location for a 7 years.Your identification in the study records will be anonymized; that is,
a list linking your study number with your name will be kept by the researcher in a secure
place, separate from your study file.
• If you wish to withdraw your interview data from the study records, please contact the
principal investigator, Dr. Weis.
Thank you for considering participation in this study.
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Sincerely,
Dr. Tony Weis, Associate Professor and Rebecca Ellis Researcher
Department of Geography
University of Western Ontario
***This letter is yours to keep***
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CONSENT STATEMENT
I have read the Letter of Information, have had the nature of the study explained to me, and I agree to
participate in the interview. All questions have been answered to my satisfaction.
Research Participant:
Name:
Signature:
Date:
I consent to the use of de-identified quotes in the dissemination of results._______ [INITIAL]

Interviewer obtaining informed consent:
Name:
Signature:
Date:
You will be provided with a copy of this letter once it has been signed.

I would like to be contacted about the results of the research project._______ [INITIAL]
I would like to approve de-identified quotes used in dissemination of the research._______ [INITIAL
I would like information about the community mapping sessions._______ [INITIAL]
I am a backyard pollinator gardener and/or backyard beekeeper and am interested in participating in an
open-ended backyard tour with the researcher._______ [INITIAL]
If you answered initialed these statements, please provide your email address below:
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DD/MM/YYYY
Pollinator People: bees, weeds, and struggles for bee-friendly cities
Principal Investigator: Dr. Tony Weis, Associate Professor, Department of Geography
The University of Western Ontario
London, ON, Canada N6A 5C2
Email: aweis@uwo.ca
Researcher: Rebecca Ellis
Email: rellis23@uwo.ca
Letter of Information
You are being invited to participate in this research project seeking to understand the range of
responses to the pollinator crisis that are unfolding within urban environments, from the scale of individual
households to government policies.
The purpose of this letter is to invite you to participate in an interview and to provide you with the
information you require to make an informed decision on participating in this research. This interview will take
roughly 1 hour, and will take place at a time and location that are convenient for you. Should you choose to
participate, the topics that will be discussed during the interview include:
• Your experiences with and knowledge about bees
• Your perspective about urban bees including practices associated with urban beekeeping and
pollinator gardening
• Your feelings about bees and pollinator gardening in public spaces
• Your ideas about appropriate urban responses to the pollinator crisis and/or decline of biodiversity
Participation in the interview is voluntary, and you may refuse to participate, decline to answer any
questions, retract information given, or withdraw from the study at any time. With your permission, the
researcher would like to audio-record this interview (if you do not consent to audio-recording, the researcher
will hand-write your answers). The researcher will give the choice of using your real name and role or
remaining confidential. This interview will be one of roughly 10 other bee or gardening experts in London and
Toronto.
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Participation in this project presents minimal risk to you. You are under no obligation to answer any
of the questions should you feel uncomfortable doing so. If at any time you feel uncomfortable, please inform
the researcher as soon as possible so as to pause or terminate the interview as necessary; it is by no means
the aim to cause emotional or psychological distress. All information collected for this study will be kept strictly
confidential. Your research records will be locked in a cabinet in a secure office, and only the principal
investigator and the researcher will have access to the digital recording and transcripts. Study data will be
kept for 7 years after the study is completed, and after that transcripts will be destroyed and digital recordings
deleted. Digital research data will be stored on the computer of the Principal Investigator, and will be
password protected and encrypted and follow institutional security guidelines. If the results of the study are
published, your name will not be used and no information that discloses your identity will be released or
published without your specific consent to the disclosure.
Aside from this interview, you are invited to participate in a community mapping session in which
community members participate in participatory mapping of pollinator spaces in the city. It will take place at
a future date at a public space and take approximately 1 hour and 45 minutes. You are under no obligation
to participate in this activities, even after providing your contact information. If you are interested, please
provide the researcher with your email address on the consent statement.
A short summary report of the main findings and policy recommendations of the study will be
provided to the governance bodies of the organizations with whom the researcher is conducting participant
observation. This summary report will not include any specific details or identifiable information about
participants.
In terms of the ultimate benefits of this study, the hope is that it might help to better understand how
to create urban spaces in which bees flourish alongside people. The hope is that the research will suggest
directions for community advocacy, policy, and future research.
If you have any questions about this study please contact the principal investigator, Dr. Tony Weis
(email: aweis@uwo.ca); phone: 519-661-2111 x. 87472. If you have any questions about your rights as a
research participant or the conduct of the study you may contact the office of Human Research Ethics at 1519-661-3036 or email ethics@uwo.ca’
Finally, a few other pertinent points of information:
•
You will not be compensated for your participation in this study.
• You do not waive any legal rights by signing the consent form.
• If you wish to receive a copy of the results of this study, please provide the researcher with your
contact information on a separate piece of paper.
• Representatives of The University of Western Ontario Non-Medical Research Ethics Board may
require access to your study-related records to monitor the conduct of the research.
• The researcher will keep any personal information about you in a secure and confidential location
for a 7 years. Your identification in the study records will be anonymized; that is, a list linking your
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•

study number with your name will be kept by the researcher in a secure place, separate from your
study file.
If you wish to withdraw your interview data from the study records, please contact the principal
investigator, Dr. Weis.

Thank you for considering participation in this study.
Sincerely,
Dr. Tony Weis, Associate Professor and Rebecca Ellis Researcher
Department of Geography
University of Western Ontario
***This letter is yours to keep***

261

CONSENT STATEMENT
I have read the Letter of Information, have had the nature of the study explained to me, and I agree to
participate in the interview. All questions have been answered to my satisfaction.
Research Participant:
Name:
Signature:
Date:
I would like to be identified with my real name and position in the dissemination of the research.
._______ [INITIAL]
I consent to the use of identified quotes in the dissemination of results._______ [INITIAL]
I consent to the use of de-identified quotes in the dissemination of results._______ [INITIAL]

Interviewer obtaining informed consent:
Name:
Signature:
Date:
You will be provided with a copy of this letter once it has been signed.
****************************************************************************************************************
I would like to be contacted about the results of the research project._______ [INITIAL]
I would like information about the community mapping sessions._______ [INITIAL]
I would like to approve quotes used in dissemination of the research._______ [INITIAL]
If you answered initialed these statements, please provide your email address below:
__________________________________________________________________________
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Appendix 3 Professional Interview Guide
Interview Guide - Expert* Interviews semi-structured
*This includes city staff who oversee some aspect of policy that affects urban bees;
entomologists or other academic researchers; provincial staff who oversee some aspect of
legislation that affects bees; anyone working for or officially representing an organization that
focuses on bees (honey or native)

Introduction/Purpose
The semi-structured expert interviews will involve 8-12 participants, with a range of views
about and experiences with bees. The expert interviews will take place at either their
workplaces or in a location open to the public (such as a coffee shop, park, library,
community centre, or café). This will be decided upon by the participant. The researcher will
provide a snack or refreshment for the participant, if located in a coffee shop/cafe.
The purpose of the semi-structured interviews is to gain an in-depth understanding of the
experiences, knowledges, and opinions of bee, gardening, or policy experts in regard to urban
bees, backyard beekeeping, pollinator gardening, and the ‘pests’ that often live in the same
environment as bees namely, wasps and ‘weeds’.
With consent of the participant, the interview will be audio-recorded. Before beginning the
interview, the researcher will verbally remind the participant of the following information,
outlined in more detail in the letter of information:
“The purpose of this interview is to access your expertise about urban bees, pollinator
gardening and/or municipal policy. This interview will help me answer my overall research
questions that seek to understand how to create cities in which bees flourish alongside people.

Thank-you for agreeing to participate in this interview. Please remember that you do not have
to answer any question you do not wish to answer and can withdraw from the study at any
time.”

Interview Questions
How did you get involved in your work with or about bees?
How would you characterize your level of experience with bees?
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How would you characterise your level of knowledge about bees?
Do you engage in pollinator gardening?
Clarifying statement: this can be any gardening in which part of the aim is to attract
pollinators
Do you engage in beekeeping?

Do you think bees – honey and/or wild – belong in cities?
Probe: If no, why not?
If yes, why?
Are there any urban gardening or lawn care practices that you think harm bees?
Probe: If yes, please explain
Do you think these practices can be changed? Why or Why not?
What do you think of the growing interest in urban beekeeping?
Do you think urban beekeeping should be allowed in cities?
Probe: If yes, how should it be regulated?
Who should do the regulation (city government, provincial government, NGO, other)?
If urban beekeeping is allowed in Ontario (if the bees act is changed to allow backyard
beekeeping), how do you think it should be practiced?
Probe: Are then any practices that should be mandatory?
Are there any practices that should be banned?
What restrictions should there be, if any, on who can be a beekeeper?
What practices do you associate with pollinator gardening?
Which, if any, of these practices do you think are contentious in cities?
Probe: Why do you think they are contentious?
How should city officials deal with these conflicts
Do you support these practices in public places such as parks?
Probe: If yes, why? If no, why not?
What do you think people should do with native bees living in their backyard?
What do you think cities should do with native bees in parks?
What do you know about the pollinator decline?
Probe: What do you think is causing the decline of pollinators (or insects)?
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What do you think should be done to address this decline?
Clarifying statement: This can be on any level: individual, political societal, cultural, etc.
What does biodiversity mean to you?
Do you think cities should protect biodiversity?
Probe: if yes, how? If no, why not?
Wasps often thrive in the same spaces that bees thrive in. What do you think cities should do
with wasps in parks or publically accessible spaces?
Many wildflowers and/or weeds are popular with bees. What do you think people should do
with weeds that grow in their backyards?
What do you think cities should do with weeds in parks?
Please describe an ideal bee-friendly city.
Probe: What practices, bylaw, or legislation that affect urban bees would you change?
What would you keep the same?
What practices, bylaws, or legislation about pollinator gardening in cities what would
you change? What would you keep the same?
Is there anything you would like to add about your feelings about urban bees, other insects,
pollinator gardening, or weeds?

Conclusion
Thank-you for participating in this research study. Please contact me if you have any questions
about my project.
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Appendix 4 Semi-structured Interview Guide
Interview Guide – semi-structured interviews
Introduction/Purpose
The semi-structured interviews will involve 24 participants, with a range of views about and
experiences with bees. The interviews will take place in a location open to the public (such as
a coffee shop, park, library, community centre, or café) selected by the participant. The
researcher will provide a snack or refreshment for the participant, if located in a coffee
shop/cafe.
The purpose of the semi-structured interviews is to gain an in-depth understanding of the
experiences, knowledges, and opinions of participants in regard to urban bees, backyard
beekeeping, pollinator gardening, and the ‘pests’ that often live in the same environment as
bees namely, wasps and ‘weeds’. For participants who are backyard beekeepers and/or
pollinator gardeners, these interviews are also design to uncover their motivations, practices
and potential entanglements.
With consent of the participant, the interview will be audio-recorded. Before beginning the
interview, the researcher will verbally remind the participant of the following information,
outlined in more detail in the letter of information:
“The purpose of this interview is to investigate your attitudes towards, feelings about, and
experiences with urban bees. This interview will help me answer my overall research questions
that seek to understand how to create cities in which bees flourish alongside people.

Thank-you for agreeing to participate in this interview. Please remember that you do not have
to answer any question you do not wish to answer and can withdraw from the study at any
time.”

Interview Questions
What is your gender?
What year were you born?
What is your profession?
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When you think of or see bees how does it make you feel?
Probe: Is there an experience with bees that shapes your reaction?
Please tell me about a memorable experience you had with a bee.
Clarifying statement: it can be negative or positive
Probe: Do you remember a childhood experience with bees?
If yes, please tell me about it
How would you characterize your level of experience with bees?
How would you characterise your level of knowledge about bees?
Proble: How many species of bees can you identify?
Can you name the species you know?
Do you engage in pollinator gardening?
Clarifying statement: this can be any gardening in which part of the aim is to attract
pollinators

For bee advocates
How did you first become interested in bees?
Please tell me how you began as a beekeeper/pollinator gardener?
Did you take any special training to keep bees/garden?
Probe: Please tell me about that program
What are your beekeeping or gardening practices.
Probe: (beekeepers) What equipment do you use? How often do you check on your bee
hives? What treatments do you use? How do you use the products of the hive?
Probe: (gardeners) What do you plant for pollinators? Do you provide habitat for native
bees? If so, how? Do you avoid any gardening practices?
Probe (for women): Do you think there are differences with the ways in which men and
women engage in beekeeping?
Probe: How much money do you think you have spent on beekeeping and/or pollinator
gardening?
Where do you get most of your beekeeping or gardening information?
Please describe a typical day working with your bees/in your garden.
What has been your biggest struggle as a beekeeper or pollinator gardener?
Probe: How did you deal with this (or how are you dealing with this?)?
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What is the most positive aspect of being a beekeeper or pollinator gardener?
Probe: Why?
Do you interact with your bees or with bees that visit your garden?
Probe: If yes, please describe this interaction. What happens? How does it make you
feel?
Does living in a city impact your beekeeping/gardening?
Probe: Please explain
Tell me about a time that you had conflict with someone over your beekeeping or gardening.
Tell me about a meaningful interaction you had with someone about your beekeeping or
gardening
Have you ever had entanglements with municipal or provincial employees over your
beekeeping or gardening practices? If yes, please tell me what happened.

For people who are not beekeepers or pollinator gardeners
What do you think of the growing interest in urban beekeeping?
Probe: Why do you feel this way?
How would you feel if your neighbour began beekeeping?
Probe: Why would you have this reaction?
Would you take any action based on your feelings? Why or why not?
How would you feel if you saw beehives in a public space like a park?
Probe: Why?
What do you know about pollinator gardening?
Probe: What practices do you associate with pollinator gardening?
Do you support pollinator gardening in your neighbourhood?
Probe: If yes, why? If no, why not?
Do you support pollinator gardening in public places such as parks?
Probe: If yes, why? If no, why not?
What do you think people should do with native bees living in their backyard?
What do you think cities should do with native bees in parks?
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Everyone
What do you know about the pollinator decline?
Probe: What do you think is causing the decline of pollinators (or insects)?
What do you think should be done to address this decline?
Clarifying statement: This can be on any level: individual, political societal, cultural, etc.
What does biodiversity mean to you?
Do you think cities should protect biodiversity?
Probe: if yes, how? If no, why not?
Do you think bees – honey and/or wild – belong in cities?
Probe: If no, why not?
If yes, why?
I am going to show you ten pictures of insects. Please group them into bees, wasps, and flies.
Probe: Why did you group them this way? What makes an insect a bee? Do any of these
live in the spaces you frequent (home or garden or park)? How do you feel when you
look at these pictures?
What are your feelings about wasps?
Probe: Have you had an experience, negative or positive, with a wasp?
What do you think people should do with urban wasps?
Probes: what should people do with wasps living in their backyard?
What do you think cities should do with wasps in parks?
I am going to show you ten pictures of plants. Please group them into weeds, wildflowers, or
cultivated plants (something you would buy at a typical nursery).
Probes: Why did you group them this way?
What makes a weed a weed?
Do you like or dislike any of these plants?
Are you growing any of these plants?
What do you think people should do with weeds in cities?
Probes: What should people do with weeds that grow in their backyards?
What do you think cities should do with weeds in parks?
If you could decide the practices and rules about bees and/or pollinator-friendly gardening in
cities what would you change? What would you keep the same?
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Is there anything you would like to add about your feelings about urban bees, other insects,
pollinator gardening, or weeds?

Conclusion
Thank-you for participating in this research study. Please contact me if you have any questions
about my project.
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Appendix 5 - Open-ended Interview Guide
Interview Guide – open-ended, ‘walking while talking interviews’
Introduction/Purpose
The semi-structured interviews will involve 15-20 participants, who are either backyard
beekeepers or pollinator gardeners (or both). The interviews will take place at the
participants’ homes, specifically in their backyards.
The purpose of the open-ended interviews is to gain an in-depth understanding of the
experiences, knowledges, and opinions of participants in regard to backyard beekeeping,
pollinator gardening, and the ‘pests’ that often live in the same environment as bees namely,
wasps and ‘weeds’. These interviews are designed to go further than the semi-structured
interviews in understanding the relationship that exists between the participant and the
bees, from the perspective of the participant. They are also intended to include a detailed
description of the landscape including the types of plants and trees, the presence of different
species of bees, and various gardening and/or beekeeping practises that are utilized in the
yard.
With the consent of the participant, the interview will be audio-recorded. Photographs of the
gardens and/or beehives with be taken with permission of the participant. With participant
consent, the researcher will draw a diagram of the yard. Before beginning the interview, the
researcher will verbally remind the participant of the following information, outlined in more
detail in the letter of information:
“ The purpose of this interview is to understand your relationship with the bees and plants in
your backyard. While we walk around or work in your backyard, we will have an open-ended
conversation about what we see and experience. Whether or not we open up the beehives (if
applicable) is up to your discretion.

Thank-you for your participation in this interview. Please remember that you do not have to
answer any question you do not wish to answer and can withdraw from the study at any time”.

Background Questions
What is your gender?
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What year were you born in?
What is your occupation?
Do you engage in urban beekeeping?
Do you engage in pollinator gardening?
Clarifying statement: this can be any gardening in which part of the aim is to attract
pollinators
Please tell me about why and how you started gardening and/or beekeeping?

Themes
•

Overall Garden/backyard plan

•

Plants, planted and volunteer

•

Favourite spaces in the backyard (for the participant)

•

Favourite bee spaces in the backyard (forage and habitat)

•

Beehives (ideally, we will open up the bee hives)

•

Experiences in the garden with bees

•

Experiences in the garden with plants

•

Participant’s observation on bees

•

Participant’s observation on plants

•

Experiences and observations with other non-human animals
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•

Interactions and entanglements with other people about the bees and/or garden

Conclusion
Thank-you for participating in this research study. Please contact me if you have any questions
about my project.
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Appendix 6 – Coding Classification System

Nodes created using Nvivo

Name

Description

Advocacy
Beekeeping
Becoming a beekeeper
Beekeeping practices
Benefits of beekeeping
Commercial beekeeping
“Hive mind”
Husbandry vs treatmentfree
Motives for beekeeping
Pests and pathogens
Products of the hive
Training and education
Urban beekeeping
Urban honeybees

51
613
53
66
12
23
13
45

Mites (34)

Backyard beekeeping (25); Problems with urban
beekeeping (31); Regulation of urban beekeeping (44);
Specific issues about honey bees in the urban context
including saturation

Swarms

Children

25
46
34
55
129
82
29

Discussion of their own children or children in general in
terms of bees or gardening; also includes discussion of of
childhood interactions with bees or gardens

103
124
30

Community
Beekeeping associations
and collectives
Commoning
Community garden
Sharing

Pollinator Gardening
Aesthetics
Becoming a gardener
Benefits of gardening
Front-yard gardening
Gaining knowledge and
skills
Gardening practices
Native Plants
Native plants vs nonnative plants
Gardening methods
Specific types of plants
Sourcing plants and
seeds
Wild animals in garden

References

Including ideas about messiness

How gardeners acquire skills and knowledge

Discussion of competition between native and non-native
plants
Including organic and permaculture

14
17
15
406
25
18
21
10
11
27
69
15
25
76
16
12
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Government

74

30 metre rule
Pollinator Protection
Strategy – Toronto

38
13

Lawns
Native Bees
Native Bee VS HB
Urban native bees

32
211
Competition between honeybees and native bees
Including bee hotels (18) and habitat (8)

Nature
Biodiversity
Insects as pests
Other Insects
Weather and seasons
“Wild”

Not bees of any species

Neighbourhoods
Gentrification
Neighbours
Public spaces
Suburbs

Pollinator decline
Bad management
Climate Change
Industrial Agriculture
Invasive species
Lack of habitat and
forage
Lack of knowledge

229
Including Vegandale

Relating to honey bees and beekeeping practices

Allergy
Fear
Sting

Science
Sensuous human
activity
Feelings about bees
Feelings about
gardening
Playful work
Relationship to garden
Relationship to nature
Relationship with
honeybees
Relationship with native
bees

Solutions to crisis

25
89
56
10

197
3
7
41
9
10

This refers to lack of knowledge of the general public
about bees

Pesticides
“Save the bees”

Risk

77
36
204
10
6
115
10
9

10
72
6

Perceptions of bees as risky; worries about insurance/legal
action
Real allergies or fear of allergies to bees
Fear of bees
Including people discussing experiences being stung

60

Including conversations about engagement of senses as
well as subcategories (below) about feelings, relationship,
and playful work

284

10
17
21
39

60
28
75
18
8
47
14

83
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Awareness
Banning pesticides
Education
Organic farming
Pollinator corridors

Urban Agriculture
Food Forests
Vegetable gardening
Becoming an Urban
farmer
Benefits of urban
agriculture
Challenges of urban
agriculture
Urban farming practices
Urban chickens

Weeds

4
18
7
14
15

138
8
15
11
8
9
16
15

46
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